
Speak not evil one of another, brethren. He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth  
his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law: but if thou judge the law, thou  
art not a doer of the law, but a judge. There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to  
destroy: who art thou that judgest another? Go to now, ye that say, To day or to morrow 
we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain:  
Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a  
vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away. For that ye ought to  
say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that. But now ye rejoice in your  
boastings: all such rejoicing is evil. Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth  
it not, to him it is sin.
James 4:11-17

Heavenly Speech

A major portion of the book of James addresses the speech of a believer.  A genuine, 
saving faith will change the way you talk.  As we considered a few weeks ago, a large 
portion of James 3 speaks about  the evils of the tongue.  But as we have been seeing 
throughout this letter, the problems in the church were problems rooted in the heart of the 
individual Christians.  That is still true today.  Sin always starts in the heart.  The 
problems you have, whether they be willful sin, conflict with others, or habits that 
enslave you, they all come from within your own heart.  

In James 4:11-17, James continues to correct the problems of speech, confronting those 
who give no thought to God when they speak of others and when they speak of their own 
designs.  In correcting this error that reveals itself by our words, James points to the 
eternal realities that each one of us must consider before we speak.  A genuine faith lives 
in light of eternity, preparing for the time when you will stand before God.  Give thought 
to the reality that after death you will stand before God and be judged.  Give thought to 
the reality that your life is fleeting and is ultimately not in your control.  Speech that sees 
the eternal, heavenly realities is speech that is holy in its conversation and is speech that 
is holy in it’s planning and intention, and is speech that actively speaks as it knows it 
ought.  We have before us today two prohibitions and one exhortation.  The prohibitions 
are, don’t speak evil of others and don’t speak without considering God’s will.  The 
exhortation is, speak what you know you ought to speak.  

Holy speech is holy in its converse about others.  I would venture to say this is one of the 
most important instructions for us to remember.  When wanting to describe the depths of 
human wickedness, Paul quotes the Psalms in saying, “Their throat is an open sepulcher; 
with their tongues they have used deceit; the poison of asps is under their lips: Whose 
mouth is full of cursing and bitterness:” The tongue of man is a vicious evil, filled with 
misery and malice.  Christians must bridle the tongue, forsaking all manner of evil 
speaking.  

The Bible clearly forbids all gossip of all varieties.  You have no Biblical warrant to 
justify your talking about every one else and their affairs.  However, this section in James 
is not confronting gossip in general, but against the particularly malicious form of gossip, 



which does harm to the reputation of others.  James gives a prohibition against all speech, 
which diminishes a person in the eyes of others.  To borrow from the 1828 Webster’s 
dictionary, James is talking about a “tale or report maliciously uttered, and tending to 
injure the reputation of another by lessening him in the esteem of his fellow citizens.” 
This passage is not just prohibiting false reports, though that is certainly included.  This 
evil speech is not evil because it is untrue, it is evil because it is designed to do harm to 
the reputation of another.  Let me give you a simple example of what this may look like. 
If you are aware of a sin that is troubling a brother or sister and you go tell another person 
about that sin, you are engaging in evil speaking.  Your Biblical duty is to go to the 
sinning believer first, and only involve others, if the sinning believer refuses to turn from 
their sin.  No matter what justification you come up with, to tell others without having 
gone through the first Biblical step and without seeking a Biblical reconciliation, is evil 
speaking.  To speak in ways that causes one to doubt the integrity or trustworthiness of 
another is evil speaking.  To speak in a way that flatters one person at the expense of 
another is evil speaking.  Any speech that diminishes another is evil speaking.  It is 
maligning, malignant speech.  It is vicious and destructive and has no place in the 
Christians life.  

Malignant speech involves a particular evil that makes it especially despicable.  The 
speech, which demeans a brother, is a speech that declares the speaker as a judge over his 
brother and as a judge over God’s law.  The concept of judging is one that has been 
misused and abused.  The Biblical concept has been so thoroughly mistreated that it 
seems to be barely alive.  If we are going to avoid evil speech, we must understand the 
kind of judging that God forbids and how that judgment is different from what the 
popular culture calls judging.  The popular world sees that identifying something as sin is 
judgmental.  For most of the western world, saved and unsaved alike, stating that 
something is sin is a forbidden judgment.  To declare to another that what he is doing or 
what he believes is wrong is an intolerant judgment that must not be tolerated.  Is that 
what the Bible says? Is that what James is prohibiting? Since I am asking the question, 
you have probably already, and correctly, concluded the answer is no.

To understand this we ought to consider one passage, the most often misquoted Biblical 
passage on this topic, Matthew 7:1.  There the command is clear, do not judge for you 
will be judged.  You will be judged in the same manner in which you judge others. 
However, the instruction does not stop there.  If it did, we might be justified in saying 
never judge the righteousness of other’s actions.  The passage goes on to give warning 
against attempting to correct a little flaw in another, while you have a major sin in your 
own life.  This is the heart of the passage and helps us to rightly understand what Jesus is 
saying.  The Sermon on the Mount, of which these verses are a part, is Jesus’ first major 
discourse.  The entire sermon is a contrast between the Pharisees and what Christ expects 
of His followers.  The Pharisees were intent on the lesser matters of the law and on their 
own traditions.  They held everyone to a ridiculous standard and condemned those who 
did not line up to the laws devised by men.  The Pharisees missed the most important 
things of righteousness before God, mercy and holiness.  They had massive beams 
sticking out of their eyes, but they insisted on picking tiny specks out of everyone else’s 
eyes.  Christ does not forbid picking out specks.  He instructs the necessity of casting out 



the beam so you can see to pull out the speck.  Matthew 7 does not forbid proper 
judgment, it forbids critical, hypocritical condemnation based on extra Biblical standards. 
Likewise, James is not forbidding the confrontation of sin and correction of error.  James 
is forbidding the condemning of a brother based upon your own judgment or to elevate 
your own importance.  

This judgment is evil because of the destruction it does to your fellow Christian and 
because it is arrogant to the same extreme that Lucifer is arrogant.  This judgment sets 
itself as a judge over the law equal in power and authority with God.  Sure, I doubt 
anyone intentionally goes about to set themselves up in the place of God.  Regardless of 
intent, that is exactly what is happening.  Do you see again how James cuts to the heart in 
these situations? The heart is filled with pride and wants to be greater than anyone or 
anything.  The proud heart can’t abide the idea that someone else has ability or authority 
that you do not have.  Thus, the proud heart sets itself up as judge of another.  By your 
judging of another, you declare that you know him and the law better than God Himself. 
You set yourself up as worthy to make eternal determinations about the spiritual 
disposition of another man.  Who are you to make such determinations? Who are you to 
declare that your rules and your expectations are right and just and a fitting standard by 
which to measure all humanity? This is Satanic folly and arrogance.  This is hubris that 
seeks to dethrone God.  Some of the ancient church fathers called this kind of slander and 
condemnation of our fellow men, Deicide, the attempted murder of God.  Evil speaking 
and superficial judgment is a direct frontal assault on the Deity of God.  It is a ridiculous 
attempt to set oneself up as most important in all creation.  

How do you correct this wicked, pride filled heart that vomits out its wickedness through 
malicious, malignant speech against one another? Humble yourself before God! Humble 
yourself in the sight of the Lord.  Remember that God gives grace to the humble.  Submit 
yourself to Him.  Resist Satan.  Come close to God in worship and prayer.  Repent of 
your sin.  Humble yourself before God.  Remember that you are not God.  You are His 
creation, His handiwork.  Consider the mighty works of God and cry out with David, 
“What is man?” You’re not God.  You’re not the author of the law.  You are not the 
judge before whom all mankind, or any men, will stand.  You are the creation, so act like 
it!

Holy speech is humble before God, not maligning your fellow man.  Holy speech is 
humble before God, not planning your life without Him.  Our speech is not only evil 
when we speak evil things; our speech is evil when we speak without giving proper 
consideration to God and His will.  Verses 13 through 16 do not teach that making plans 
is sinful.  We know from other places in the Bible, Proverbs and the example of the 
apostles come immediately to mind, that there is nothing sinful about making plans. 
Planning ahead is not wrong; it is wise.  Looking ahead and acting with forethought is 
commended in the Bible.  The problem here is not planning; the problem is planning 
without any consideration for the will of God.  It is planning your life without God.  

As you looked at your plans for this week, how many of you thought about what God 
would have you do? As you look to your plans for the week ahead, how many of you 



think of what God will do? As you plan for your career, your home, your family, your 
vacation or your retirement, how much thought do you give to what God is doing and 
what God would have you do? Far too often our daily schedules are ordered with no 
thought for God.  Lamentations 3:37 asks a piercing question, “Who is he that saith, and 
it cometh to pass, when the Lord commandeth it not?” Come on! What are you thinking? 
Do you really think you can order your life as you please? Do you really think you are in 
charge of what happens to you? Do you really think you get to dispose your affairs as you 
want? Come on! Get real.  Wake up and see reality.  Reality is you have only the most 
minimal control over the affairs of your life.  You’re gonna go where this summer? Are 
you sure? You’re gonna live where next winter? Are you sure? You’re gonna work 
where? You’re gonna retire when? Are you sure? Come on! You don’t have a clue what’s 
gonna happen tomorrow.  You have no more ability to tell the future than Carl Bonak. 
You can make educated guesses but that’s about as good as it’s ever gonna get.  Need I 
warn you about the doctor visit that crumbles your world with one word, cancer? Need I 
warn you about the car crash that changes everything forever? Need I tell you of the 
economic downturn that leaves you with a fraction of what you thought you had? You 
have no idea what is going to happen tomorrow.  Don’t presume to know.  Don’t make 
your plans as if you get to tell the world how everything is going to happen.

Instead, live your life realistically and humbly.  Do not live fearfully.  Don’t take the 
horrible possibilities of life as good reason to fear.  No, take no thought for the evils that 
may come.  Sufficient for today are today’s evils.  Don’t add the evils that may be 
coming to the evils that are already here.  Instead, seek first the kingdom of God.  Keep a 
realistic perspective on your life.  We are here for such a brief span of time.  You may 
live to be 100, but what is that? What is a full century compared to the duration of a 
nation, the age of an oak or the steadfastness of a mountain? Your life is a vapor.  It is a 
mist and a fog.  It is a puff of breath blown away in the wind.  Your life may seem large 
and significant, but it is nothing more than a thick fog that is soon lifted.  Your life may 
seem lovely like the mists laying low on the hills, but the sun rises and quickly burns it 
away.  Your life is just a vapor.  It is going to be gone before you know it.  This life is a 
vapor, fleeting by faster than the fastest runner.  Look at this existence realistically.  It’s 
going fast and will be gone before you know it.  

Because you have no clue over the events of tomorrow, when you make your plans you 
need to consider the will of the Lord in all your affairs.  James is not teaching you to add 
a throw away phrase into all your plans.  Don’t just toss off a “Lord willing” when you 
are making plans.  God’s not interested in a token acknowledgment.  He isn’t interested 
in a quick finger point to heaven before you do your touchdown dance.  We are being 
instructed to consider the will of God in all that we do.  When we make plans, look 
earnestly to heaven in the planning.  When we go about our business, intently consider 
the will of the Father in all you do.  Humble yourself before God in all your planning. 
Make His will the first will to consider and submit yourself to His intervention and rule in 
all things.  

James concludes this section with this statement: “Therefore to him that knoweth to do 
good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin.” Do what you know to be right.  When you know 



what is right, do it.  Don’t shirk it, don’t avoid it and don’t delay it.  Just do it.  In all your 
speech, speak those things, which you know you out to speak.  Speak the truth in love. 
Speak with grace.  Speak and testify of the grace of God.  Tell the gospel.  Speak 
kindness.  Speak as the messenger of God.  Speak what is right.  Flee from malignant 
speech.  Flee from presumptuous speech.  Reject all pride and humble yourself before 
God.  Do what God has said is right.  


