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“Sitting in Judgment”         James 4:11–17     

I want to take a moment to mention a few things that we have learned from James so far. 

James has warned us concerning the following sins: Favoritism (2:1), Using our tongues to 

curse others (3:9), Bitter envy and selfish ambition which lead to disorder and every evil 

practice (3:16). In chapter 4 he comes to instruction that is a warning against the specific 

sin of judging others as though that was our job to do instead of leaving it up to God to do. 

He begins by sharing a very direct statement: “Brothers and sisters, do not slander one 

another” (v. 11). What do you say we start a petition to have that verse engraved on the 

U.S. Capitol building? He also connects that phrase to potential outcomes: “Anyone who 

speaks against a brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges it. 

When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it.”  The term 

“speak against,” or katalaléo, can be translated to malign or disparage. This contrasts with 

Paul’s encouragement to speak “the truth in love.” (Ephesians 4:15). Once again, it is the 

sinful activity of putting others down rather than building others up in love. 

One of the most common expressions of our sinful nature is to attempt to build ourselves 

up by tearing someone else down. As many discover, that approach simply does not work. 

The ones involved in such behavior find that they are simply tearing down themselves as 

they attempt to malign others. In this regard, John Calvin wrote, “Hypocrisy is always 

presumptuous, and we are by nature hypocrites, fondly exalting ourselves by slandering 

others.” 

In the same way, the sin of judging others causes destruction. I have met Christians who 

told me that they have the gift of criticism. Unfortunately, as I listen to them, they proved 

their contention. However, the gift of criticism is not a gift of the Spirit but is wisdom that 

is “earthly, unspiritual, demonic” (3:15) as we heard from James last week. 

Jesus warns us about finding a speck in another person’s eye when we have a plank in our 

own. He states very clearly, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged” (Matthew 7:1). 

That is a very strong warning against a subtle sin. We are to be judged in the same manner 

as we judge others. Don’t you think it is freeing to discover that God will judge all people 

rather than thinking that’s our job? Instead, he has sent us to go preach the Good News 

(Mark 16:15) and to share his Love (Mark 12:28-31). In fact, there is only One who is 

qualified to be a Judge and Lawgiver (v. 12). The term “Lawgiver,” is used some six times 

in the Old Testament but occurs only once in the New Testament. In each situation in 

which the term is used, “Lawgiver” refers to God and God alone. He is the only Lawgiver. 

And it is the reasoning of James that only the One who gives the law is qualified to judge 
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the law. It is the pride of sin that motivates us to think that we would ever be capable of 

judging another person. And so, James poses a direct question in verse 12, “But you—who 

are you to judge your neighbor?”  

James refers not only to the Lawgiver, but also to the law. Remember that he brought up 

the royal law, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” back in chapter 2? He goes on to state 

that we should speak and act as those who will be judged by “the law that gives freedom” 

(2:12). In addition to there being just one Lawgiver, James contends that God alone is able 

to save and destroy. This comes directly from Deuteronomy where the Lord declares, 

“There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life” (32:39). 

Can we not see why judging others is sin? When we judge others, we are taking upon 

ourselves a role that belongs strictly to God. He alone is qualified to sit in judgment on 

others. And it is only by his mercy that we are not judged (2:13). As Christians, we are 

called by God to show mercy in the way God has shown mercy to us. This is the good 

news of the Gospel. If Christ has shown mercy to us, surely, we should show mercy to 

others. 

This is the crux of the entire sermon, my friends, so listen carefully. As I see it, verses 11 

and 12 are how James pinpoints a subtle sin, but a sin no less—the sin of presumption. 

Stay with me. Very often we presume to know more than we really do about others, 

placing ourselves where only God should be, sitting in judgment on them. None of us 

possess the divine attribute of omniscience. James shows how imperfect and limited our 

knowledge really is with an analogy his readers should be familiar with. He speaks of a 

Jewish merchant who makes his plans to go to another city, spend a year there buying and 

selling and then return home with a profit. 

“Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year 

there, carry on business and make money.’ Why, you do not even know what will happen 

tomorrow” (James 4:13-14). Let’s walk through this Scripture to see the picture of God 

that James gives and how it affects us. What’s the problem? To plan and intend to go 

places and do things? No, not per se. In verse 15 he says it is legitimate to plan to do this 

or that. What’s wrong then, if not the planning itself? 

What’s wrong is that the plan that is made in verse 13 is made in the mind and spoken with 

the mouth (“Now listen, you who say…”) without taking a true view of life and of God 

into account. Verse 14 talks about the view of life that is not being taken into account; 

whereas verse 15 talks about the true view of God that is not being taken into account 

when planning their business trip. 
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In verse 14, James says to those who are planning this business venture: “Why, you do not 

even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for 

a little while and then vanishes.” In other words, in all your planning and in all your 

talking about your plans you are not taking this realistic view of life into account. I can 

imagine some pragmatic business owner saying, “What practical difference would it make 

in my business planning whether I believe my life is a vapor, or not? Should I stop 

planning because my life may be short or uncertain?” I think James would say, “No, of 

course not! You don’t stop planning. You don’t drop out of society. You don’t become a 

hermit, waiting for your little vapor of a life to disappear.” 

So, what is the point? The point is that for James, and for God, it matters whether an 

accurate view of life informs and shapes the way we think and speak about our plans. Our 

mindset matters. How you talk about your plans does matter. Ponder this. Believing that 

your life is a vapor may make no practical, bottom-line difference in whether you plan to 

do business in a certain place for one month or one year or ten years. But, in James’ 

mind—and he is speaking for God—it makes a big difference how you think about it and 

talk about it. And why does that matter? Because God created us not just to do things and 

go places, but to have God-centered attitudes and convictions and verbal descriptions that 

reflect the truth about this world—a true view of life and God. God means for the truth 

about himself and about life to be known and felt and spoken as part of our reason for 

being. You weren’t just created to go to Columbus, OH and do business; you were made to 

go to Columbus with thoughts and attitudes and words that reflect a right view of life and 

of God. 

So, he says in verse 14, in all your planning, keep in your mind and give expression with 

your lips to this truth: “You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” 

In other words, keep in mind that we have no lasting place on this earth. We are as fragile 

as the morning mist. Keep in mind that we have no durability on this earth, for we appear 

“for a little while,” just a little while. Our time is short. And keep in mind that we will 

disappear. We will be gone, and life will go on without us. What matters, is that we keep 

this view of life in mind, so we are never tempted to sit in judgment of someone else. 

And it not only matters that we have a right view of life when we make our plans—we are 

like a mist that appears and then is gone—but it also matters that we have a right view of 

God as we make our plans. And James urges that to give expression of this authentic view 

of God: You ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.”  

Well, what is the right view of God that James is teaching in verse 15? He tells us two very 

important things about God. One is contained in the words: “If it is the Lord’s will, we will 
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live…” And the other is contained in the words, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will…do this or 

that.” The duration of our lives is in the hands of God. God governs how long we will live. 

We may not know how long our mist-like life will linger in the air, but God knows, 

because God decides how long we will live: “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live.” 

Secondly, James is saying: If this is an authentic view of life and of God, then it should 

shape our mindset and shape our way of talking and living, as we “do this or that.” God 

means for an authentic view of himself to be known and believed and embraced and 

cherished and kept and spoken.  

But is there a deeper problem here than the absence of true words or the presence of bad 

theology? Yes, there is, and James describes it in verse 16: “As it is, you boast in your 

arrogant schemes. All such boasting is evil.” You may not think it sounds like boasting, 

but James calls it boasting, and says it’s rooted in arrogance. 

Today there are far too many accusations of arrogance to count. If you say that a certain 

view of God is wrong and harmful, you will be accused of arrogance. If you say that 

Christians should share Christ with their Jewish friends in the hope that they would believe 

in Jesus and be saved, you might be accused of arrogance. If you say to a straying church 

member enmeshed in sin, “Repent and come back,” you may be accused of judgmentalism 

and arrogance. 

These are very serious charges and so I look carefully to the Scriptures as well as to my 

own heart to see what real arrogance is. And whatever else it is, this morning we must say 

based on James 4 that it is arrogant to believe in your heart and confess with your lips that 

how long you live and what you accomplish are somehow NOT ultimately in the hands of 

the sovereign God. 

Today, let us remember how wonderfully secure we are in the confidence that it is God 

who in the end governs our lives—God and not chance, God and not our enemies, God and 

not disease, God and not evil. I, for one, am very glad that my life is in the hands of our 

all-loving, all-wise, all-powerful Father in heaven. And I pray that in the Gethsemane of 

my life I will be able to say with Jesus, “Not my will but your will be done.” God who is 

holy, sits in judgment, but he is not finished with us yet.  

Perhaps the greatest danger facing us is arrogance. Yet, the greatest triumph is genuine 

faith and humble service given to God who governs our lives for our good and for his 

glory. Let us do all the good we ought to do, as together we affirm the words of Paul and 

Timothy to the Colossians, and then sing a hymn as a joyful expression of humility and 

trust and gratitude. Amen. 


