James 3:6



 is the emphatic use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “In fact” plus the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun GLWSSA, which means “the tongue.”  With this we have the predicate nominative from the neuter singular noun PUR, meaning “fire.”  The verb is deliberately omitted for emphasis.
“In fact the tongue [is] a fire”
- is the parenthetic nominative from the masculine singular article and noun KOSMOS, which means “(1) the adorning; (2) orderly arrangement, order of something; (3) the world; (4) the sum total of something.”  With this we have the attributive genitive or genitive of quality from the feminine singular article and noun ADIKIA, which means “wrongdoing; unrighteousness, wickedness.”  The attributive genitive specifies an attribute or innate quality of the head substantive it modifies.  It functions like an adjective except that it is more emphatic.  “The parenthetic nominative is primarily explanatory and is frequently an editorial aside.  A parenthetic nominative is the subject of an explanatory clause within another clause. Although editions of the Greek NT are not consistent about putting such clauses in parentheses, if such a clause seems so unnatural in translation that mere commas do not seem to set it enough apart, then it is probably a parenthesis and its subject is a parenthetic nominative.”

“(the orderly arrangement of unrighteousness).”
- is the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun GLWSSA, which means “the tongue.”  Then we have the third person singular present passive indicative from the verb KATHISTĒMI, which means “to set down, to put in place.”  In the passive voice it means “to be placed.”

The present tense is a descriptive present to describe what currently and has always existed.


The passive voice indicates that the tongue receives the action of being situated in our body in a particular place.


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

This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the neuter plural article and noun MELOS, which means “a part of the human body, member, part, limb” plus the first person plural possessive genitive from the personal pronoun EGW, meaning “our.”  Then we have the nominative feminine singular articular present active participle from the verb SPILOW, which means “stain, defile (used metaphorically) as in Jude 23.”


The article points back to the feminine singular noun GLWSSA and indicates that this participle is further describing something about the tongue.


The present tense is a static present for a state or condition that perpetually exists.

The active voice indicates that the tongue produces the action of defiling the entire body.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter singular adjective HOLOS, meaning “entire” plus the article and noun SWMA, meaning “the body.”

“The tongue is placed in the members of our body, defiling the entire body,”

- is the Attic Greek KAI…KAI construction, meaning “both…and.”  Then we have the nominative feminine singular present active participle from the verb PHLOGIZW, which means “to set on fire.”

The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what takes place.


The active voice indicates that the tongue produces the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the masculine singular article and noun TROCHOS, which means “wheel, used figuratively [for the path or track in the ground a wheel makes, as in the use of the cognate noun TROCHIA, meaning wheel-track, course, way ‘make straight paths’ Heb 12:13
], meaning course or round of existence.”
  With this we have the descriptive genitive from the feminine singular article and noun GENESIS, which means “state of being: existence Jam 1:23; life, human experience Jam 3:6 was used in the Orphic mysteries with the meaning ‘wheel of human origin.’  In James it seems to have lost its original meaning and signifies: course of life, whole of life.”

“both setting on fire the wheel of human existence”

- is the other half of the KAI…KAI construction, meaning “and.”  Then we have the appositional nominative feminine singular present passive participle from the verb PHLOGIZW, which means “to be set on fire” in the passive voice.


The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what takes place.


The passive voice indicates that the tongue receives the action.


The participle is circumstantial.
Finally, we have the preposition HUPO plus the ablative of means from the feminine singular article and noun GEENNA, which is the proper name of a place outside Jerusalem, called Gehenna, and is translated “by Gehenna.”
“and being set on fire by Gehenna.”

James 3:6 corrected translation
“In fact the tongue [is] a fire (the orderly arrangement of unrighteousness).  The tongue is placed in the members of our body, defiling the entire body, both setting on fire the wheel of human existence and being set on fire by Gehenna.”
Explanation:
1.  “In fact the tongue [is] a fire”


a.  Old Testament references to the same idea are found in:



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


(2)  Ps 39:1–3, “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.’  I was mute and silent, I refrained even from good, and my sorrow grew worse.  My heart was hot within me, while I was musing the fire burned; then I spoke with my tongue.”


(3)  Ps 120:2–4, “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?  Sharp arrows of the warrior, with the burning coals of the broom tree.”


(4)  Prov 16:27, “A worthless man digs up evil, while his words are like scorching fire.”


(5)  Prov 26:21, “Like charcoal to hot embers and wood to fire, so is a contentious man to kindle strife.”


(6)  Isa 30:27, “Behold, the name of the Lord comes from a remote place; burning is His anger and dense is His smoke; His lips are filled with indignation and His tongue is like a consuming fire.”

b.  James continues with his illustration and comparison of the tongue to a small camp fire in the forest.  The tongue is a small camp-fire.


(1)  The tongue destroys everyone it touches just as fire consumes and destroys everything it touches.



(2)  The tongue is indiscriminate in who it hurts, just as the fire is indiscriminate in what it destroys.



(3)  The tongue begins by saying one small thing and does not stop until it has poured forth every evil thing that the soul can think.  Likewise the small fire begins to consume until there is nothing left for it to destroy.



(4)  The tongue projects the anger in the soul, just as the fire projects the destruction of Satan’s cosmic system.
2.  “(the orderly arrangement of unrighteousness).”

a.  James then makes an explanatory or appositional statement to further clarify what he means by the fact that the tongue is a fire.  In English we would put this in a parenthesis.  In Greek, they used another nominative case statement.

b.  The tongue is the systematic and orderly arrangement of wrongdoing, unrighteousness, and wickedness.

c.  The tongue is the cosmic system’s mechanism for producing unrighteousness and wrongdoing.  The tongue is the system Satan uses for the destruction of God’s plan, will, and purpose for mankind.  Satan uses the tongue of false teachers as his systematic undoing of all the good within God’s creation.  Satan uses the tongue of false teachers as his system for controlling his own followers.


d.  The use of the tongue becomes the mechanism for the rejection of Jesus Christ as Savior.  The tongue becomes the tool for the rejection of Bible doctrine.  The tongue is Satan’s orderly system for producing a vast amount of sins in the world.


e.  More evil and wickedness comes from the tongue than any other part of the human body.  More wrongdoing is produced by what Satan motivates us to say than by any other system of evil he uses.

3.  “The tongue is placed in the members of our body, defiling the entire body,”

a.  Having stated his principle, James goes on to explain his principle.  The tongue is strategically situated in our human body so that it defiles the entire body.

b.  Remember the statement of our Lord, 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.”  Every evil and sinful thought that comes out of a person does so eventually through the use of the tongue.  The tongue participates in almost all our sins sooner or later.


c.  Once the tongue gets involved in our sins, we are out of fellowship with God.  We were either already out of fellowship through mental attitude sins when our tongue got involved or our tongue put us out of fellowship itself.  In either case, our entire body is under the control of the sin nature and therefore defiled.


d.  Defilement of the body means that the tongue produces the excrement of the sin nature.
4.  “both setting on fire the wheel of human existence”


a.  James continues by explaining further what he means by the statement that the tongue defiles the entire body.  The tongue defiles the body in two ways:


(1)  The tongue sets on fire the wagon-tracks of our human life.



(2)  The tongue is set on fire or motivated by hell.


b.  In order to understand this phrase, we must understand the phrase ‘the wheel of human existence.’



(1)  The basic meaning of the Greek word is a wheel.  The wheel was on a wagon and the wheel made tracks or wagon-tracks in the ground.  The wheels made a path on the ground that someone could follow in their wagon.



(2)  Therefore, we have an analogy between the path or tracks that a wheel makes to the course of life or the path of human existence.


c.  The normal path of human existence is a calm, quiet, orderly life.  However, when the wagon wheels are set on fire, then the path of our existence is in an uproar, turmoil, confusion, hysteria, and great danger.


d.  The sinful use of our tongue sets the wheels of our wagon on fire.  In Modern English we have an expression that a person runs around with their hair on fire.  Their hair isn’t really on fire, but they are excited, emotional, angry, upset, hysterical, etc.  James is describing the same thing only he is using a common expression in his day that everyone would understand.


e.  For a believer to live the spiritual life as if they were riding down a wagon path with the wheels of their wagon on fire is an adapt description of what it is like to live the life of a believer in perpetual carnality.  The tongue sets that life on fire and the believer continues down that path of carnality, burning as he goes.

5.  “and being set on fire by Gehenna.”


a.  The tongue defiles the entire body, being set on fire or motivated by hell.

b.  “Gehenna is a ravine south of Jerusalem.  In the gospels it is the place of punishment in the next life, often translated hell: Mt 23:33; 5:29-30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15; Mk 9:45, 47; Lk 12:5; Mt 5:30; Mk 9:43.   It was the location of Satan.  It was depicted as the scene of final judgment in the teaching of ﻿Mk 9:43, ﻿47–48 and parallels, which is connected with ﻿Isa 66:23–24.  It is quite apparent that by the time of this letter cosmic evil was traced to Satan. Thus, James contends that the devil lies behind the poison that is emitted from the mouth of the teacher who cannot control the tongue.  In short, verse ﻿6 pronounces the tongue as evil—quite capable of doing deadly (that is, Satanic) harm to the body of believers—because it emanates from the evil one.”


c.  Satan and his fallen followers are the source of igniting the sins of the tongue.


d.  Satan was the first creature to ever use his tongue to sin against God, and he has been teaching his followers to do so ever since.


e.  Satan may motivate the sins of the tongue by a believer, but the believer is ultimately still responsible for his own sins.


f.  Satan is the match to light the campfire, but the believer’s volition is involved in becoming the fire created by hell.


g.  Satan and his followers motivate the defilement of the body, but the believer does it to himself or herself by his or her own use of the tongue.
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