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Slander and Judging (4:11-12)
Another characteristic incompatible with true religion is slander and judging. “Speak not evil
one of another” refers to the sadly all-too-common tendency of “religious” people to think
themselves better than others, and thus to criticise others. Of course there are things we ought
to criticise, and ought to speak against: but James is dealing here not with speaking against an
error or falsehood, but speaking against a person; and that in a self-righteous and hypocritical
manner, without the necessary “spirit of meekness” (cf. Gal. 6:1).

The implication when judging in this way, is that we are in fact speaking evil of the law:
slandering the law by using it as a club to destroy, when it is a law of love. The law commands
love for one’s neighbour, but when we use the law as an instrument of hate, we “judge” the
law, placing ourselves above it, to use it as we please, while we ourselves remain (apparently)
immune to it. Those who treat the law in this way are not doers of the law, because they do not
think of the law as something they themselves are bound to do ‒ they think of it as something
that others are bound to obey. They act as though they are judges, with authority to wield the
law against others.

As an antidote to this tendency, James offers this cutting rebuke: there is but one lawgiver, and
it is not you. There is one who is able to save and destroy: we do not have that power or that
authority. We are under the law, just like everyone else. This recognition must serve as a check
to our arrogance, and guide our examination of our motives ‒ when we criticise others, is ours
an attitude of self-righteousness? Is ours a spirit of meekness? Is ours a motive of love for the
Lord, and for our brethren?

Self-will and Boasting (4:13-17)
The example of self-will and boasting given by James comes in the hypothetical scenario
painted in verse 13. The picture is that of wealthy merchants, making big plans for their
business: specific, detailed, greedy plans. These plans, however, are based on a profound
ignorance of spiritual reality. Especially in a relatively prosperous and privileged society such as
ours, we are all too prone to taking life and health for granted, when in fact this very day may
be our last.

Furthermore, this kind of self-willed and stubborn ambition stops us from acknowledging God
as we ought. It stops us from saying what we “ought to say” (v15), which is to submit
everything to God’s sovereign will. “Not my will, but thine be done” ‒ this should be our
attitude; but pride and ambition contradict that. Even our very lives are in His hand; it is
entirely His will, not ours, that determines whether we live from one second to the next! But
when we make such self-willed, boastful plans, we forget this simple truth.
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To thus “rejoice in your boastings” ‒ to think highly of your plans, and to revel in godless,
materialistic designs and ambitions for the future, “is evil.” It is nothing less than God-defying
pride. And it leads us (v17) to sin by omission: we know we ought to acknowledge God and seek
His will, but we don’t.
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