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B. Verses 11, 12: Carping criticism in the Church. 

1. Explanation: 

The deviltry in the churches which James exposes and condemns in these verses is part of 

the internal strife racking the churches which James has been opposing throughout the fourth 

chapter. It is the evil of running down one’s brother to others, what the Bible elsewhere calls 

“backbiting" (see II Corinthians 12:20 and Romans 1:30). The sinfulness of such behavior is 

that the one who disparages his brother “speaketh evil of the law.” The “law” here is that 

which James referred to as “the royal law” in 2:8: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” 

The “law” is the entire will of God for man, expressed in the Ten Commandments. As far as 

our relationships with one another are concerned, that law is just this: “Love thy neighbor as 

thyself” (see also Gal. 5:1-1, 15). One who backbites his brother (his neighbor in the holy 

city of Jesus Christ) speaks evil of this law, that is, he not only disobeys it but he also 

implicitly declares that the law is no good. He declares this by virtue of the fact that, 

knowing the law to demand love, he engages in an act of hatred, namely, backbiting. 

We have seen that James traces all the troubles of strife-ridden churches to pride. In 

verses 11 and 12, he points out that the sin of backbiting is also rooted in pride. When we 

who are ready always to backbite understand what overweening pride is implied by 

backbiting, we will avoid this sin like the plague. And we are prepared to fight against this 

“evil speaking” by attacking its root, pride. The backbiter is someone who sets himself up as 

a judge over his brothers in the church. Then, he gets busy, scrutinizing his brothers, their 

lives and their spiritual strength. Haughtily he puts his brothers to the test and then passes the 

verdict on them. Unsurprisingly, the verdict is that they abound with faults. Ultimately, 

James does not so much condemn backbiting in the church as he does a carping, critical 

attitude in the church. The arrogance and sin of this self-appointed critic in the congregation 

is that he judges the law. The law does not say: “be a critic of your brother;" the law says: 

“Love your brother." By ignoring what the law demands of him, as far as his relationship to 

his brothers is concerned, and by determining for himself his behavior towards his brothers, 

namely, criticizing, this fellow shows that he regards himself as superior to the law. He exalts 

himself over His brothers alright, acting as their judge, but his horrible sin is that he claims 

equality with and really superiority over God. For he sets himself forth as a judge rather than 

a doer of God’s law. Over against this carping critic, James asserts the sole Godhead of God. 

In verse 12, he reminds us that “One is the Lawgiver and Judge (in the original Greek, the 

words, “and Judge” appear). It is as if James says, “You are no lawgiver; you may not 

determine for yourself your relationship and behavior to your brothers. God gives the law 

and He alone. What you should do is obey it, that is, be a lover of your neighbor. And the 

only Lawgiver is the sole Judge; you are not and cannot be judge. You who set yourself up as 

a god in the church: Who are you anyway and what do you think you are?” 

 

2. Questions: 

a. Is there any room in the church for judging and even criticizing one another? 



Distinguish a proper “judging” from an improper “judging” (for more light on 

improper judging, see Matthew 7:1-5 and Romans 14). 

b. Why does James add that the One Who is Lawgiver and Judge is able to save and to 

destroy? 

 

C. Verses 13-17: "The pride of life." 

1. Explanation: 

Those rebuked in these verses are guilty of setting themselves up as independent, self- 

sufficient gods of their earthly life. Their sin is not that they make plans for the future. To 

plan ahead is not in itself wrong, as James shows when he admonishes men to say, “If the 

Lord wills, we will both live and do this or that” (vs. 15). Neither is it their sin that they “buy 

and sell and get gain” (vs. 13). No doubt, the desire for profit in the men addressed by James 

was corrupt. They made the treasure of this world an end in itself. However, making money 

is not wrong in itself and James does not castigate the evil of materialism or covetousness. 

What James finds obnoxious is the notion that man’s earthly life is strictly under man’s 

control, that man himself is the god of his daily, earthly existence. This notion is manifested 

in the detailed and confident plans man makes for his life in complete independency of the 

Lord. In this cool and precise mapping out of the distant future, a practical atheism is 

revealed. 

James first attacks this notion as a piece of foolishness. The man who so confidently 

decrees what shall happen for a year does not even know what will take place tomorrow. And 

the human life, which is really the basis in these men’s minds of their confidence to control 

their existence and activities, is nothing but a vapor. According to a better reading of verse 

14, James says to such men, “You are a vapor.” Man in his physical life is frail and fleeting. 

Any puff of wind blows him away. Man depends entirely upon the Lord’s will, not only for 

his activities but for his very life and existence (vs. 15). This, he should acknowledge. Not to 

do so is to boast in empty presumptions (vs. 16. The A.V. has “rejoice in your boastings.” 

What the original refers to is this: A man makes great but wholly false claims for himself and 

then boasts in these false claims — sheer foolishness!). 

Secondly, James attacks the notion as wickedness (vss. 16, 17). The wickedness is that 

men attempt to dethrone God by claiming for themselves the control over their earthly lives 

that belongs alone to God. Ignoring their total dependency upon God, they do not boast in 

Him, as far as their daily existence and activities are concerned. They rob God of His honor. 

It follows as a matter of course that such men do not live their earthly lives or use their 

earthly goods thankfully. 

 

2. Questions: 

a. Is youth especially prone to the notion condemned in these verses? 

b. Why is a genuine knowledge of sin necessary for a true appreciation of our “vapor-

ness”? 
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