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Part 13 – A Christian Way of Speaking  
 

James 4:11-17  
As we have already seen in the Letter of James, our speech is 
an index of our heart’s condition. Our Lord taught us, “out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34). 
Hateful speech betrays a hateful heart. Deceptive speech 
betrays a deceptive heart. Prideful speech betrays a prideful 
heart. James also identifies patterns of speech which betray an 
attitude of presumption wherein we do not take seriously our 
frailty. Connected to that we see is a corresponding sort of 

speech that fails to honor the Lord by neglecting to honor his sovereign rule over every movement of our 
lives. Through James’ instruction we can see that there is a distinctively Christian way of speaking; a way 
of speaking which blesses our brothers and sisters, acknowledges our frailty, and honors the Lord. Excelling 
in Christian speech has a way of shaping our hearts even as our hearts help to shape our speech. 
  
1. Christians bless one another with their speech.  
Vv. 11-12 

 Vs. 11 – The use of “brothers” reminds us once again that James is addressing Christians. He is not 
giving general instructions to general people. Nor is he prescribing a salvation by works of the law. James 
is giving specifically Christian instruction to Christian people.  

 Speaking evil against and judging one another are connected in that they are both ways we sin against 

one another with words. James uses  which means literally “speak against.” The word 

“denotes many kinds of harmful speech: questioning legitimate authority, as when the people of Israel 
‘spoke against God and against Moses’ (Numbers 21:5); slandering someone in secret (Psalm 101:5); 
bringing incorrect accusations (1 Peter 2:12; 3:16).”1 To “speak against” is to use words to damage the 
reputation of another. In this way it is connected to judgmentalism in that the one slandering sets himself 
up as the controlling moral authority over the one being slandered. Slandering is a clear violation of God’s 
law. It violates the law against bearing false witness. It also violates what James refers to earlier as the 
“royal law”; the law by which we are commanded to love one another as we love ourselves.  

 Vs. 12 – Here “brother” has become “neighbor.” It could be that James means that the prohibition against 
slander must be observed no matter whom we are speaking about. It may also be that James is still 
talking about relationships between Christians; my brother being my closest neighbor.2 To pass judgment 
on my neighbor is to assume a prerogative unique to God alone. Notice how James contrasts judging the 
law with keeping it. By sinfully judging others were, in essence, denying God’s law to love our neighbor. 
In doing so we assume an authority higher than God, the lawgiver. And here again James shines a light 
on our struggle to obey God’s law rather than just hear it.  

* On Judging Others… 

    Christians are most certainly called to be discerning and, in fact, to judge one another in truth. Indeed, 
the church is commanded to exclude from its fellowship those who sin flagrantly and refuse to repent 
(Matthew 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 5). We often miss this when we take out of context Jesus’ prohibition 
against judging. To be sure, there are many ways to be sinfully judgmental. And this is an all too common 
sin among God’s people. But we must remember that justice and judgment are directly connected. Indeed, 
right judgments are necessary for right justice to be carried out. The command to the church to exercise 
discipline depends upon making proper judgements. Judging rightly involves reaching the proper 
conclusion about a given situation and acting in accordance with the truth. 
    One theologian identifies knowledge, necessity, and love as the key factors in making proper judgments. 
So, we must not judge unless we are in possession of the facts (knowledge), unless it must be done 
(necessity), and unless it is driven by love. Sinful judgmentalism occurs when we act on untruthful or 
unreliable information, when there is no obligation to pass judgment (if nothing worthwhile will be lost if we 
keep your mouth shut), and when we can’t do it in a spirit of true affection for the person in question. 

                                                           
1 Douglas Moo, The Letter of James, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) p. 198  
2Alec Motyer, The Message of James, TBST (Downers Grove: IVP, 1985) p. 158 
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2. Christians acknowledge their frailty with their speech.  
Vv. 13-14, 16 

 Vs 13 – James calls us to consider our frailty by appealing to the common act of making plans for 
tomorrow. We all, without exception, say, “Today or tomorrow we will go…” Certainly proper planning is 
a good and God-honoring thing. Likewise, honest work that is profitable can also be God-honoring. James 
is condemning neither planning nor profitable labor. Rather, he is rebuking an attitude toward planning 
and profit which stems from human arrogance; an arrogance which does not adequately consider the 
frailty of our lives. Neither profit nor planning can shield us from this life’s fragility. James would have us 
give serious thought to the limits of our fallen humanness. He would have us train our hearts by 
acknowledging this reality with our speech.  

“When James exposes the blemish of presumptuousness, he exposes something which is the 
unrecognized claim of our hearts. We speak to ourselves as if life were our right, as if our choice 
were the only deciding factor, as if we had in ourselves all that was needed to make a success 
of things, as if getting on, making money, doing well were life’s sole objective.”3 

 It is likely that James had in mind the Lord’s parable of the rich fool who made plans for bigger barns 
without reckoning with the fact that his life would end well before he ever anticipated (Luke 12:16-21).  

 Vs. 14 – Far from being in charge of our lives, we are a vapor that is present one moment and gone the 
next: “For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes.” The Bible has many references 
to the frailty and brevity of human life. The Psalms – the divinely given prayer book – has numerous such 
references. These reminders are not meant to discourage us but rather to remind us that much energy 
must be given to investing in the life to come.  

 Vs. 16 – “As it is you boast in your arrogance.” The sin of presumptuousness hides an arrogant 
braggadocio. The word translated “arrogance” is plural. James is confronting a pattern of sin – boasting 
in “arrogances.”  

 “All such boasting is evil.” We likely tend to think of our subtle presumptuousness as a minor flaw. But 
James calls it evil boasting. Again, the sin of presumptuousness betrays an attitude that life can be lived 
quite well without any deliberate reference to or dependence upon God. It is a sin of omitting God from 
our lives and therefore a sort of practical atheism; an idolatry of the self.  

 
3. Christians honor the Lord with their speech.  
Vs. 15 

 “Instead you ought to say…” – Again we see the importance of the words we use as both a view to what 
is in our hearts and a way to positively influence the condition of our heart. That said, James is not 
prescribing for us a mantra to be repeated as though the words possess supernatural power. We must 
also be careful to not turn this good confession into a marker of spiritual pride.  

 “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” – “This life cannot properly be understood without 
considering the spiritual realm, a realm that impinges on and ultimately determines the material realm in 
which we live day to day.”4 

 These words are meant to shape our heart. We are meant to approach life in such a way that we give 
proper recognition to God’s sovereign rule over our lives. If it turns out that our plans and hopes conflict 
with the Lord’s good, wise, and sovereign will then we must acknowledge that our lives are in his hands 
and not the other way around. These words reflect an attitude of worship and dependence upon the Lord. 
Again, it is the inner conviction which is the goal. Such words are to reflect a sincere belief in God’s good 
providence over all that he has made.  

 
A Warning 

 Vs. 17 – Having heard the truth about how we ought to bless one another and honor the Lord with our 
speech, if we choose to do otherwise, we are sinning. To fail to do what is being commanded here is to 
sin. Sins of omission are as serious of sins of commission. Think of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan 
and those who simply failed to do the right thing. Those who know what is right but fail to do it are guilty 
of sin. And where can the guilty turn but to the Heavenly Father who spared not his own Son but gave 
him up for us? Where else can sinners go but to the Savior who bore our judgment?  

                                                           
3 Motyer, pg. 160 
4 Moo, pg. 205 


