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Introduction 

1. James bears down on believers who were acting in pride, not humbly, by showing— 

a. Pride’s root: “envy and selfish ambition” (3:16)  

b. Pride’s fruit: “every evil practice” 

1) James continues to address this fruit in its recklessness (4:1-4) and its remedy (4:5-10). 

2) The text before us addresses prideful manifestations (1) through the sinful use of the 

tongue (today, vv. 11, 12) and (2) through the sinful presumption of one’s time (next 

week, vv. 13-16).   

2. James previously addressed issues of the tongue (1:26; 3:2-12), but here he drills down on 

evil speaking (slander and gossip). 

a. Slander comes from a tongue controlled by the devil (the slanderer) to further his agenda 

of hatred and murder (John 8:44). 

b. Persistent sinful use of the tongue reveals that one is not a child of God (Psa. 15:1-3; 1 

John 3:10, 15; 4:20, 21). 

c. One’s speech reveals the condition of his heart (Matt. 12:34-37; Matt. 15:11).  

3. Definitions 

a. Evil speaking (Gk, katalaleo) means to accuse or to incriminate someone to another 

person. 

b. The practice is covered under the heading of gossip or slander—tale-bearing and 

backbiting. 

c. Gossip (intent only to inform) is often seen as more innocent than slander (intent to harm); 

however, Scripture sees no difference.  

d. Even where the information is true, the gossip’s aim is to harm another in order to improve 

his own status in the opinion of others.   

I. The Prohibition Stated 

1. God, desiring a true relationship with His people, has poured out His grace abundantly, 

enabling their obedience (v. 10)—   

a. In resisting the slanderer (the devil, v. 7). The devil uses slander, an issue of the tongue 

that no resolve or self-discipline is capable of controlling (3:8, 9). Cleansing and purifying 

(v. 8) are necessary in destroying the ground of opportunity for the devil to work (1 Pet. 

5:8, 9; Psa. 52:1-4; Gal. 5:15). 

b. In avoiding “double-mindedness” (v. 8). The biblical instruction for holy living is simple, 

summed up in the command to “love one’s neighbor as oneself” (2:4, 8-10). Slander, tale-

bearing, and gossip are worldly and prideful, hurting, not helping, which is hatred and not 

love (Lev. 19:16-18). Tale-bearer (KJV) or slanderer (ESV) in Lev. 19:16 (rakiyl) comes 

from the root meaning “merchant” or “trader”—a scandal monger. Scandal mongering 

aims at profiting through peddling scandal, whether true or false.   

2. Thus, James commands believers, “Do not speak evil against one another.”  

a. Speaking evil of someone is to hurt his reputation by sharing information with others about 

him. 



b. Clearly, James had in mind the Mosaic instruction just cited (Lev. 19:16-18). 

c. Without question, Jesus also expounded on this Mosaic instruction in Matthew 18:15-17 

(note again Lev. 19:17). 

3. Speaking against another is actually a form of judging—to rule that a matter is true and 

factual based on one’s own interpretation of the evidence.  

a. Thus, judging views the scandal monger as a law-maker, not a law-keeper, usurping power 

and authority belonging to God only (to save or destroy, v. 12). 

b. Although gossip is brought up in but a few passages in Scripture, when it is mentioned, it 

is treated as an extremely serious sin (Matt. 15:19; Rom. 1:29, 30; Psa. 101:5; 140:11). 

II. The Greater Issue   

1. The issue is generally regarded as an innocent breach of confidence for which one is to feel a 

twinge of guilt, but it is far from innocent because it involves “righteousness, peace, and 

joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17).  

a. Some sins are personal—involving the sinner and God alone. 

b. Some sins are limited in effect—involving only a few individuals. 

c. Speaking evil of others is a kingdom issue with broad effect, often involving many people 

and their assemblies, hindering the church’s effectiveness. 

2. Clearly, James’s reason for addressing evil speaking so strongly was that it hindered the 

spiritual progress of the believers both individually and corporately. 

a. Evil speaking damages personal spiritual progress, limiting (at least temporarily) the 

Spirit’s work in sanctification. 

b. It corrupts the testimony of Christian love so essential to the witness of the gospel in the 

community.  

c. It grieves the Holy Spirit, who jealously guards the progress of the redeemed spirit (the 

image of God) in the believer. 

3. Satan has been very successful in stifling the moral and spiritual force of the gospel in recent 

times. 

a. The greatest impact in the founding of this great nation was the influence of the Puritans. 

1) Contrary to the slanderous reports that cast them as unloving, legalistic, and hypocritical 

Pharisees, the Puritans were very careful to guard the holiness of God’s people in loving 

God and man. 

2) That focus protected and preserved this nation in its formative years and in succeeding 

efforts of the enemy to destroy the Grand Experiment.  

b. Unless the contemporary church is willing, as were the Puritans (1) To make sacrifices 

both personally and corporately in obedience to God in all things (2) To strive for holiness 

and purity in its witness in the world, the contemporary church remains under the discipline 

of almighty God.“I will look with favor on the faithful in the land, that they may dwell with 

me; he who walks in the way that is blameless shall minister to me” (Psalm 101:6). 


