A Religion Not Empty
James 4:11-12 — Who Are You to Judge?

  James has already confronted us about the restless evil of the tongue (3:1-12).  Only the power of God can produce a fresh water spring.  Now, in the context of quarrels and fights in a congregation, James gives a specific application of the use of our tongues.  And this use of the tongue all goes back to the intention of our heart.  Do we want good for our brother, or do we want evil?
Do Not Speak Evil

Just after exhorting his readers to humble themselves before God with purity and single-mindedness, James exhorts them not to speak evil of one another (v11).  James connects his teaching to the teaching of Jesus by synonymously prohibiting judging (Matthew 7:1-6).  James is not prohibiting discernment of good and evil, or righteousness and sin.  James is not even prohibiting the rebuke of a brother for sin.  Rather, James is prohibiting speaking words to a brother that have evil intentions.  Do not speak in order to criticize, tear down, defame, or humiliate.  Speak words to a brother (even in rebuke) to build up, correct, encourage, and point toward righteousness.  Speak words to a brother to restore.  In the context of quarrels and fights, this exhortation from James is timely.
Speaking Evil Breaks the Law (of Christ)

James says the one who speaks evil of a brother “speaks evil of the law and judges the law.” (v11)  Specifically, this person breaks, or sets aside, the royal law “Love your neighbor as yourself.” (2:8)  Though described by Jesus as the heart of the Kingdom requirement (Matthew 22:39), this commandment that reflects the character of God is dismissed by those who speak evil of a brother.  The one who criticizes does not submit to the Word as a “doer” (1:22ff) but exalts himself over the Word as its “judge.”  
Only God Stands as Judge

There is only one Judge of the Law and only One Lawgiver: God. (v12)  When we willfully break the royal law by selfishly speaking evil of our brother, we assume the place of God in asserting control over the Law and changing it meet our desires.  One remedy to speaking evil of our brother is remembering God is supreme and submitting to His righteous requirement as perfected in Christ.  In other words, we must “humble (ourselves) before the Lord.” (4:10)  We do not have to exalt ourselves by using evil speech; God will exalt us through humility.  Who are we to judge/speak evil/criticize our neighbor?
Application

1. The command to “Judge not, lest ye be judged” is often quoted, often misunderstood, and often misapplied.  Some use this command to deflect any rebuke by another.  Some remember this command to justify not warning a brother of impending danger.  Some ignore this command when criticizing their brother (or neighbor) behind his back, or to his face.  God desires us never to stand as the one who determines the eternal futures of men.  God desires us to warn a brother of sinful behavior and choices with love.  God desires us to accept the rebuke of our brothers for our good (even if the motive of another may be tainted).  God desires us to speak good, not evil, especially in situations that may escalate into fights if we do not control our “restless evil.”
2. Our entire life must be lived in humility before the Lord (v10).  Our speech life, our actions, our church life, our work life, our leisure, etc.  One prime way that we can show others that we have a useful religion, are rested in Christ, and humbled before God is to use our speech to build others up (even in rebuke).  In light of God’s Word, let us ask ourselves, “Am I speaking evil or good?”
