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Twelve Tribes in the Dispersion
The letter of James is addressed to “the twelve tribes in the Dispersion.” What does that mean? For Christians,
these terms had both literal and metaphorical levels of meaning.
Literal

Metaphorical

Twelve Tribes

Jewish descendants of Abraham

Christians, who are the new Israel, under the
twelve apostles

Dispersion

Jews who live outside of Palestine

Christians who live on earth, apart from their
home in heaven

Most scholars think that James uses these words in a way that combines the literal and metaphorical senses.
The letter was written not for Jews (the “twelve tribes” in a literal sense) but rather for Christians (2:1). Still, it may
have been written for Jewish Christians (i.e., Christians who belong to the literal twelve tribes), or at least for
Christians who have a strong appreciation of their Jewish heritage. And as for the Dispersion, even if the letter
can be read as speaking generically to Christians who live anywhere on earth (in a diaspora from heaven), its
original application may have been for Christians who lived outside of Palestine, where the Jesus movement
had begun.

which seem to reflect the teaching of Jesus in Matt. 5:44 without explicitly
quoting Jesus).
To whom might this letter have been written? James is the first of seven
writings in the New Testament that traditionally are called the “Catholic (or
General) Epistles” because they are thought to be addressed to the whole church
rather than to specific individuals or congregations (see p. 216). Indeed, after the
first verse, the “letter” of James does not seem very much like a letter at all. It
conveys no personal news and mentions no one by name; it makes no reference
to specific situations, past or present; there is no hint of the author’s particular
relationship with the readers or basis for addressing them. And then, when
we get to the end, we find that there is not even a formal closing or signature
(cf. the ending of 1 John). Accordingly, most interpreters regard James as a
general treatise or series of short homilies rather than a letter in the traditional
sense. This does not mean, however, that it was simply intended for “all people
everywhere” (or even for all Christians everywhere). The author has a “target
audience” in mind, and he indicates as much by addressing his work to “the
twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (1:1). That designation can be interpreted in
different ways (see box 24.3), but consideration of the letter’s literary influences
discussed above suggests an audience of Christian readers who are appreciative
of both Jewish wisdom traditions and Hellenistic rhetoric.
Beyond this, projections concerning the historical circumstances that gave rise
to the letter depend on decisions regarding its author. If the letter is attributed
to James of Jerusalem, then probably he sent it to Christians who had been
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