"Speak Not One Against Another" 
Text: James 4:11-12
Readings: Matthew 7:1-5, James 4:11,12 
This morning we are back to that perennial problem of the tongue - that restless evil which is full of deadly poison, and which James has already spoken of at length in chapter 3 of his letter. But controlling the tongue is such a problem for all of us, and there are so many ways in which we can sin in this area, that our text for this morning is not simply a vain repetition on what has gone before. 
James says in verse 11: "Do not speak against one another, brethren." What does he mean by that statement? Well, let's approach the subject in a roundabout way this morning by first pointing out what he does not mean. First, James does not mean that under no circumstances can we ever complain or offer negative assessments about the actions of another. If this were the case, then he would be open to the charge of hypocrisy, for repeatedly in this letter we have seen him give stern assessments and challenges to his readers about their sinful behaviour. He has confronted them with their lust, their murderous hearts, their envy, and he has called them double-minded adulteresses. Well, you have to admit, that's giving it to them straight from the hip, and that under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. But that is a case of speaking directly to the person concerned, you say. What about speaking of third parties or behind the back of another person? Well, again, if James condemns all instances of critical judgements about others, then he is out of step with his colleagues, at least, for Paul makes this statement about a certain Demas in 2Timothy 4: "Demas, having loved this present world, has deserted me" and in the same chapter: "Alexander the coppersmith did me much harm; the Lord will repay him according to his deeds. Be on your guard against him yourself, for he vigorously opposed our teaching." In other words, the man is a nasty piece of work; watch out for him. And again, this was written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
But is this criticism of others something that only apostles can engage in, so that in our text James is giving a rule for the ordinary believer? Well, again the answer is no, for Jesus gives to the church the general rule in Matthew 7 that we must be on our guard against false prophets who come dressed in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will know, them says, our Lord, by their fruits. So again, negative assessments about others, criticism, and judgements with respect to the sinful behaviour of others, are an inescapable duty of the Christian life. 
So then what precisely does James mean when he says that we are not to speak against one another? Well, the word that he uses is a word that has the connotation of speaking loudly, to blab, or to gossip. It's the kind of speech that runs another person down or criticises their behaviour in an unthinking and uncaring fashion. It does not necessarily want to be taken seriously and there is not necessarily a great deal hanging on it. It's not the negative testimony that under oath and with much solemnity one would give on the witness stand in a court of law. No, it is not nearly as serious as that. It's the casual, off-hand, (I don't want to be accountable for this, I'm just making interesting conversation) kind of remark that comes off the tongue as readily as water comes from a tap. 
Don't speak negatively about others, brothers and sisters, do not receive and pass on criticism of which you are not sure. Speak about others in an upbuilding, positive fashion. Give them the benefit of the doubt and hold a judgement in abeyance rather than condemning a person outright - especially for sinful motives which that you assume that he or she has. 
Especially, watch out for hearsay. It's amazing and very sad, how quickly a false story or impression about you or me can become fact in someone's mind. All you have to do is hear it from 2 or 3 reliable sources and there it is. Where there is smoke, there definitely must be fire, even if it's only a small one. So we are judged, condemned and written off, without even a hearing. And of course, when we try to defend ourselves against the attack, we are just being defensive, which means, of course, that we must have been guilty all along - as the story told it in the first place. 
And it is so easy to do. When someone confides in us their negative thoughts, they are taking us into their confidence, right? We are getting close to that person and making a friend. But it is at the expense of the other person, to whose face we would have a hard if not impossible time expressing what we can so easily say to our friend. And for some strange reason, we think that we can speak critically about others and listen to negative conversation in our turn, but no-one would ever dream about saying such things of us. Wouldn't we be amazed, shocked, horrified, hurt, if all the negative, critical things we have ever said or listened to about each other in private or public were read out for all here to hear? And if we then read out all the positive, kind, loving upbuilding things we have said and listened to, I wonder which would prove to be the longer list of the two? 
I do not think I am exaggerating, brothers and sisters, when I say that this problem James highlights in our text is a perennial one. It is a problem for the church of every age and every culture, because it is something that is endemic to the sin of the human heart. So moving on from here, what reasons does James give for his admonition? What is the problem with speaking against one another in this way? Well, let me trace out three reasons from the text. First, It is a clear violation of the law of God. In the remainder of verse 11 we read [read]. The point that James is making here is that God's law forbids this kind of negative criticism of others. In Matthew 7, in the passage that we read, Jesus says quite bluntly, Do not judge lest you be judged yourselves. And again, it is a particular kind of judgement that he is condemning as the illustration shows. You all know it, boys and girls: the man with the enormous log in his eye trying to rub out the speck that is in someone else's. Oh, yes, we are very good at seeing the faults in others and speaking of them. And we are very sure that we would do better if we were in their shoes, but, says Jesus, if we judge people harshly by a standard that seems right to us, we will be judged by the same standard. And if we are found wanting...it will not go well with us. 
When Jesus spoke of these things, he was not giving a new law for New Testament times. God had spoken to his people from the beginning: You shall not go about as a slanderer among your people and you shall not act against the life of your neighbour; on the contrary, you shall love your neighbour as yourself. I'm quoting directly from Leviticus 19:16,18. There are some wonderful gems in the book of Leviticus. 
It is God's law that we are to love each other. And so if we refuse to practise this and continue to justify to ourselves in our unloving, harsh, critical speech - we are, in fact, placing ourselves outside or above God's law as if it does not apply to us at all. But then, if we are not subject to God's law, if we are not consciously in submission to it, then we are worldly rebels - or as James has put it - spiritual adulteresses. Once again, it is that restless evil of the tongue that lets us down time and again. Brothers and sisters, let us stop and think before we speak and let us ask: Is it helpful? Is it upbuilding or destructive? Is it giving the benefit of the doubt, or condemning without a hearing or on the basis of hearsay? Is it loving? Is it kind? Is it godly? Even if it is true, do I really need to repeat it? 
By the way, while on this subject of the law of love in relation to each other, remember that it was Jesus who said that when we practice love to each other, the world would know that we really are his disciples. We all know what the world is like. It is full of back-biting and criticism - harsh judgements, and slander. The world is full of people who love to blab about others. And the church should be a foretaste of heaven, a place where people can come and relax and feel a spirit of unity and love. The church should be very different from the world in this respect. The Christian playground in a school or home should be a very different place from the non-Christian environment. Is it? When the church is like the world, there is no incentive for unbelievers to enter it. And rightly can they call us hypocrites. The unbeliever knows in his heart that this kind of fighting is wrong. He has the law of God written indelibly on his soul and his conscience bears him testimony. And he will have little time for a church which is filled with backbiting and criticism. We need to think about the quality of our witness right here. 
Moving on the second point,we are speaking here of brothers and sisters in Christ. This is the stress of the text. You are brothers. How can you speak against each other, when you are brothers? Doesn't your relationship in Christ mean more to you than that? 
You, know, it is a very sad and painful thing when Christians are bitter enemies on earth. There was a Dutch theologian and church leader of note who in our century influenced positively vast numbers of people. Quite apart from where you stood on his theology, you had to take note of what he was doing and saying. In his life there were spiritual battles to be fought and many saw him as the man for the hour. He attracted to himself both friends who loved and appreciated him and bitter enemies who fought against him with all the energy they could muster. But at this death, even his enemies had words of praise for him. "Entered into eternal rest...death reconciles oppositions" read the newspaper headlines. It is true, isn't it? Death does reconcile oppositions. In heaven we shall be truly together. But the immensely sad thing about that headline is that it was not the death of Christ that was referred to. The death of Christ did not even figure. It is that death that should bring us together, not drive us apart. It is Christ who reconciles us both with God and if we are in him we should be for each other. When we live on earth as if we will carry with us into heaven our grudges and our criticisms, as if we will not be happy unless God creates a desert island in heaven and puts that brother or sister on it so that we don't have to have anything to do with them, have we really understood what Christ came and died to achieve and are we for him or against him? 
Brothers and sisters, in our treatment of each other, I think we grieve the Holy Spirit more than we know. And this is why James says: Do not speak against one another. 
There is one third and final point from the text. Remember that there is a God in heaven who will judge perfectly and right all wrongs. There is only one lawgiver and judge, says James in verse 12 [read]. You see, brothers and sisters, there is a God in heaven. And he sees everything and judges perfectly. He makes no mistakes and if there are wrongs in someone else's dealings with you, he will right them. If you need to be vindicated, he will do it for you. If others need to be condemned, he will do that too. It is not for us to judge our neighbour and place ourselves in the Lord's position. Neither is it for us to take personal vengeance when we have been hurt or wronged. God says to us: Leave that to me. Trust me. Don't take my law into your hands. 
And when we realise that and take it to heart, it is like the lifting of a horrible burden from the shoulders. Why should I hate this person or hold them at a distance? I believe I've been wronged. But I've brought the matter to God and I know he will do right. So I don't need to throw any more emotional energy at this issue. I can get on with my life and my service to him knowing that the matter rests with the sovereign judge of all. 
Friends, let me challenge you. If you won't do that, God says that you are really claiming the prerogative and position that belongs to him. And who are you, when all said and done, to play God in your dealings with another? 
There is one other thing that I want to add and that is that life is so short that there is really no time for us to fall out in our relationships. There is no time to harbour grudges. There is too much kingdom work at stake and before we know it, death will end all differences and we will be sorry that we did not spend more time and energy on loving the person who is now gone. 
Speak not one against another, brethren. May God grant that we would be doers of the word and not hearers only. Amen.

