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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Slow to Anger, Part 3
A Study of James 4:11-12
Characteristic of Completeness:  Peace
Big Idea:  Judging is a royal problem.
Related Scriptures:  Leviticus 19:16-18; Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:8; Galatians 5:13-6:1; Romans 12:16-21
Introduction:

A.
I want to extend a Happy Mothers’ Day to all you moms out there.  My message this morning is not really about mothers, but it can be a great gift to mothers.  You see, we’re going to be studying a portion of Scripture that can bring the gift of peace to your home.  If you could somehow put into pill form the truths we’ll learn today, and if you could somehow get everybody in the family to take the pill every morning, peace and harmony would prevail in your home.  Everybody would get along.  Wouldn’t that be good?
Unfortunately,  I don’t know how to make those kind of pills.  If I did, I’d be rich.  But I do know that peace is attainable if we work to apply the truths from the passage we’re going to be studying this morning.  The passage is  James 4:11-12.  And the characteristic of completeness in Christ that I’m going to be talking about  is peace.

B.
Let me read through our text one time.  And I’m going to be taking some mental notes that a typical person might take when reading this text.  In James 4:11-12, I  begin to read:
NAU James 4:11 Do not speak against one another, brethren. . . .
I think to myself, “I shouldn’t say bad stuff about people.”
Then I  read on:
NAU James 4:11 . . . He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, . . .
I stop mid-sentence, and I think to myself, “Sounds like speaking against a brother is actually judging him.  So I shouldn’t say bad stuff about people because that would be judging them.”
Then I read on about the person who judges.  It says  the person who judges others . . .
NAU James 4:11 . . . speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it. 12 There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; . . .
I stop, and I think to myself, “I have no idea what this means.  This is confusing.”  So, I skip it and read on.  It  says,
NAU James 4:12 . . . but who are you who judge your neighbor?

Now, I think I get this.  I think it’s saying that I shouldn’t judge people.  Who am I to judge?
So, my own paraphrase of  James 4:11-12 goes something like this:

“Don’t say bad things about people.  That would be judging.  Blah, blah, blah.  Judging is bad.”
1.
I pass this interpretation through the filter of other things I’ve heard in the Bible and in church, and I appear to get a thumbs-up.

a.
After all, in Matthew 7:1-3, Jesus says,

NAU Matthew 7:1 “Do not judge so that you will not be judged. 2 For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it will be measured to you. 3 Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?”
b.
Also, the Bible talks about some religious guys who dragged a woman to Jesus, I saw it in the movie, The Passion of the Christ.  The religious guys were saying that the woman ought to be stoned to death because she was caught in the act of adultery.  As recorded in John 8:7, Jesus says to the religious guys,

NAU John 8:7 . . . “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”
2.
I also pass my interpretation of James 4:11-12 through the filter of cultural acceptability, and I get a big thumbs-up.  Our culture places a very high value on tolerance.  It’s the kind of tolerance that accepts the validity of all ways of thinking without judging anything absolutely right or wrong.
So, I say to myself in summary, “Don’t say bad things about people.  That would be judging.  Judging is bad.”  And I think to myself, “This is the path to peace and harmony in my home and in the world.  Wow, there is such wisdom in the book of James.”
C.
Only one problem.   I’m wrong.  Two words blow my interpretation right out of the water.  Two words reveal my interpretation to be simplistic and naïve.  The two words are written by James himself in the immediately preceding context.  The two words come in James 4:4, where James addresses his readers  by saying,
NAU James 4:4 You adulteresses . . .
Hmmm.  If this isn’t judging people, I don’t know what is.  James himself is speaking in opposition to what his readers are doing, judging them to be spiritual adulterers, and calling them on the carpet.  In essence, he’s saying, “You’re sinning; so stop it.”  And this is not an isolated case of judging.  
1.
In  Matthew 15:7, Jesus judges the Pharisees, saying,
NAU Matthew 15:7 “You hypocrites . . .”
2.
In  1 Corinthians 5:3, the Apostle Paul judges an incestuous man in the church, saying, 
NAU 1 Corinthians 5:3 . . . I . . . have already judged him . . .

3.
In  3 John 9-10, the Apostle John judges an opponent in the church, saying,

NAU 3 John 9 . . . Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, does not accept what we say. 10 For this reason, if I come, I will call attention to his deeds . . .
4.
And lest you think that judging is only prerogative of Jesus and His apostles, listen to this command from Jesus in  Matthew 18:15.  He says,

NAU Matthew 18:15 “If your brother sins, go and show him his fault . . .”

This requires judging and speaking to others about their sin.

5.
Similarly, James himself encourages us to judge a sinning brother, calling attention his sin and turning him from it.  In  James 5:19-20, he says,

NAU James 5:19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, 20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

6.
Scripture even characterizes judging as a mark of Christian maturity.  Hebrews  5:14 says,

NAU Hebrews 5:14 But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil.

To  discern is to judge.

7.
And quite  apart from Scripture, doesn’t life experience tell us that some judging is essential?  For example, in the process of parenting, a good mother regularly judges her children, determining if there is some attitudinal or behavioral problem, and then she gives correction.  Failure to judge in this way produces rebellious kids with no respect, no boundaries, no discipline, no direction, and no concern for others.
D.
Are you now a little confused about judging?  If so, you’re not alone.  Sometimes it’s good to judge; sometimes it’s not.  In the absence of clear wisdom regarding when it’s good and when it’s not, we find Christians all over the judging spectrum.

1.
Some have a legalistic, holier-than-thou, Gestapo mentality, and feel free to spew their condemning word vomit on anyone who doesn’t seem to measure up to their standards.  That’s not biblical.  Unfortunately, that’s our culture’s caricature of the judgmental Christian.
2.
At the other end of the spectrum, there are others who refuse to say anything negative about anybody.  They say it would be giving a “bad report.”  This isn’t biblical either.  And sometimes it can be an excuse for not doing the hard relational work of constructive confrontation that every healthy church family needs.
E.
So, how do you determine when to judge and when not to?  This brings me to the big idea for this message.  Here  it is:  Judging is a royal problem.

Some of you are thinking, “Bob, that is the most unhelpful big idea I’ve ever heard.”  Yes, I know it sounds lame.  But don’t judge me too quickly.  This big idea is expressed in code language to help you remember two guidelines for judging that come from our text.  These two simple, yet profoundly important guidelines are in some way  “royal.”  These “royal” guidelines come from the “blah-blah-blah” portion of our text.  Remember  my earlier, faulty paraphrase of James 4:11-12:
“Don’t say bad things about people.  That would be judging.  Blah, blah, blah.  Judging is bad.”

Remember, I didn’t really get the blah-blah-blah part.  But that’s where the royal guidelines are.  Let me show you.
I.
In  Verse 11, James says,
NAU James 4:11 . . . He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.
What in the world does this mean?

A.
It seems clear that the kind of judging James has in mind is somehow  “against the law.”  But what law is he talking about?  James is a Jew, and he is writing to fellow Jewish believers.  To Jews, “the law” was a term used to refer to the commands given to the Jewish people by God through Moses and recorded in the early books of the Old Testament.  This alone is not particularly helpful, however, because the law contains over 600 commands, and our immediate text doesn’t tell us which one James has in mind.
But, let’s look at the context.  Let’s look at what James has already said leading up to our text.  In particular, let’s go back to the first time James uses the term, “law” in his letter to see which command or law James has in mind.  His first use of the term, “law” comes in  James 2:8.  Let’s read it.  It says,

NAU James 2:8 If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are doing well.

Here, James is referring to what he calls the  “royal law.”  Aha!  It’s something royal.  The royal law is to love your neighbor as yourself.  I think this is precisely what James has in mind.

This command is royal because it was issued by the King, the Lord Himself, and because it is of primary importance.  When a lawyer asked Jesus what command is the greatest in the law given through Moses in the Old Testament, Matthew 22:37-40 records Jesus’ response:
NAU Matthew 22:37 And He said to him, “‘YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.’ 38 This is the great and foremost commandment. 39 The second is like it, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’ 40 On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets.”
When both James and Jesus say, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” they are quoting Leviticus 19:18, where God first gave Moses this command.  This is the command or law James has in mind in our text.
B.
With this in mind, I believe James is establishing love as a boundary for our judging.  He is not denouncing all judging.  He is denouncing judging that is against the royal law.  That is, he is denouncing judging that is unloving.  This gives us one of the two royal guidelines for judging.  Here it is:  If and when we judge,  we must keep the royal law.  We must love.  We must have the benefit and welfare of others in mind.  The words we say to others, particularly negative words of reproof or correction or judgment, must be motivated by loving concern for people.  If our words are motivated by anything other than love, we’re out of bounds.  If our words are intended to hurt or to condemn or to slander or to get even, we’re judging wrongly.
Let me  show you how this fits what James in saying in our text.
1.
In Verse 11,  he says,
NAU James 4:11 . . . He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother . . .

The word,  “judges” used here is not automatically good or bad.  We’ve seen that there’s good judging and there’s bad judging.  Context and usage determines whether the judging is good or bad.
Nevertheless, the Greek term behind the translation,  “speaks against” is not neutral; it’s always bad.  It means to speak evil against, to slander, to revile, to degrade, to defame, to speak ill of (Friberg & BDAG).  And because the term, “judges” is paired with the term, “speaks against,” it appears that James has in mind the bad kind of judging—the judging that breaks the royal law, the judging that is unloving.

2.
This fits nicely with the rest of  Verse 11, James says the one who is unloving in what he says . . .
NAU James 4:11 . . . speaks against the law . . .
That is to say the one who is unloving in what he says actually speaks against the royal law of love.  His words violate the command to love.  Moreover, James says the one who  speaks unlovingly . . .

NAU James 4:11 . . . judges the law . . .

That is to say he judges the royal law of love to be unworthy of his obedience.  He considers the command to love to be null and void for him.  He considers himself to be above the royal law.
Then James turns his attention to his readers, applying the logic to them,  saying,
NAU James 4:11 . . . if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.
That is to say, if you judge the royal law of love to be unworthy of your obedience, you are clearly not a law-abiding citizen in the kingdom of heaven; rather, you are a citizen living in contempt of the royal law given by the Kings of kings and Lord of lords.  The point is we should keep the royal law, particularly in judging other people.  Our words should be governed by love.
3.
This line of thinking also fits perfectly with the Old Testament passage from which the royal law is drawn.  The royal law comes from  Leviticus 19:18, where God says,
NAU Leviticus 19:18 “. . . you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.”
In the immediately preceding verses, God  says this:

NAU Leviticus 19:16 “You shall not go about as a slanderer among your people, and you are not to act against the life of your neighbor; I am the LORD. 17 You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him.”
In this passage God says it’s okay  to “reprove” your neighbor, but it’s not okay  to be a “slanderer.”  What’s the difference?  Both reproof and slander include saying some negative things.  Both are forms of judgment.  The difference is the motive.  Reproof is motivated by love; it seeks the good of another.  That’s a good kind of judging.  Slander is motivated by hate; it seeks the harm of another.  That’s the bad kind of judging.  The litmus test is love.  Judging must be constrained by love.  In judging we must keep the royal law.
4.
This also fits  perfectly with the context of James, Chapter 4. You may recall that, in Chapter 4, James is expanding on what it means to be slow to anger from back in James 1:19.  In the first part of Chapter 4, James explains the destructive process of anger.  The process of anger can be divided into three steps.

a.
Step One  begins with a desire in the heart of a person.  The desire itself is morally neutral.  It’s neither good nor bad; it just is.
In this first step, the person experiencing the desire focuses on a target or a goal as a means of fulfillment.  The person locks onto what is perceived to be the way to fulfill the desire.

b.
In Step Two,  an obstacle is encountered.  Something or more commonly someone gets in the way of goal fulfillment.  Someone blocks the goal.  This is where anger begins to be felt as an emotion.

c.
That leads to the  third and final step which is:  Deal with the obstacle.  This is where anger is expressed.  This is the response to the person who is blocking the goal.  This is where anger translates into action against the obstacle.  And this is where anger can be so destructive.

Our natural response to the obstacle is to attack it with our words.  We want to destroy it and get it out of our way.  But, James is saying in our text that we are not to be unloving toward the perceived obstacle.  Even if we have rightly judged some person to be an obstacle to a righteous goal, our words are to be constrained by love.  In judging other people,  we are to keep the royal law of love.  That is the first royal guideline.  That is the path to peace in our homes and in our church.

I’m going to give some specific examples of how this works.  But before I do, I want to talk briefly about the second royal guideline that comes from our text.

II.
The second royal guideline comes in  Verse 12.  It says,

NAU James 4:12 There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor?

Here’s what I think James is saying.

There’s only  one royal Lawgiver.  That is, there’s only one person who has the ultimate authority to make the rules for life.  And it’s not you or me.  It’s the King of kings.  It’s the Lord God Himself.
And there’s only  one royal Judge.  That is, there’s only one person who has the ultimate authority to judge the hearts and deeds of every person on earth.  And it’s not you or me.  It’s our King.

And there’s only  one royal Sovereign who is able to save and to destroy.  That is, there’s only one person who has to ultimate authority to mete out perfect justice.  And it’s not you or me.  It’s our King.
Therefore, we  should not try to do what only God has the prerogative to do.  Who are we to play God?  We should not try to usurp the authority of the King.

So, here is the second royal guideline for the problem of  judging:  We should leave the royal bench to God.  That is, when we’re angry and when we’re about to judge another person with our words, our motive should never be to seek revenge.  If and when we judge, it should never be to get even or make someone pay for some wrong we think they’ve done.  We should never take justice into our own hands.  That’s God’s prerogative, not ours.
A.
That James has revenge is mind is corroborated by the very Old Testament verse from which he quotes the royal law of love.  In its entirety,  Leviticus 19:18 says,
NAU Leviticus 19:18 “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.”
We must leave the royal bench.  We should never take revenge.

B.
The apostle Paul corroborates the point in  Romans 12:17-19, saying,
NAU Romans 12:17 Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.  19 Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “VENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY,” says the Lord.
We must leave the royal bench.  We should never take revenge.
III.
Now we have our  two royal guidelines for judging.  Keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.  Both relate to our motives.  Both are matters of the heart.  Is our motive love or revenge?  Let’s consider some real-life examples.
A.
Some applications are easier than others.  We all know how, in a trying moment of anger, we can say some unloving, vengeful things, particularly to those who are very close to us.  We all know how things like malice and gossip and false accusations can be unloving and vengeful.  But I want to talk about some examples that may be a little more challenging.
B.
Let’s say you know someone pretty well here at church.  In fact, the guy is member of Moon Valley and he’s in your Life Group.  On many occasions, including one morning at church, you have smelled alcohol on his breath and he was glassy-eyed.  And you ran into him one time at a restaurant and he was definitely lubed.  What do you do?
1.
You might be tempted to do nothing because that would be easier than opening up what could be a can of worms.  But is doing nothing the most loving and helpful thing you can do for your friend?

2.
Depending on your background, you might be tempted to legalistically condemn him for the consumption of alcohol.  But that would be neither loving nor biblical.
3.
Instead, maybe you could invite him to lunch, and maybe say this:  “I have agonized over talking with you because I don’t want to come off like some self-righteous, legalistic Gestapo, but I am concerned for you and I want to understand you and help you if I can.  A number of times I’ve smelled alcohol on your breath, and that one time I ran into you at the restaurant, you seemed drunk to me.  If I have completely misread you, please tell me and forgive me.  I’m here because I love you and I can’t bear the thought of standing idly by, watching you hurt yourself.”
I think that would be one way to keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.

C.
Here’s another situation.  Let’s say you’re having a cup of coffee with a friend at Starbucks.  You’re both believers.  Your friend begins to unload frustrations she has with her husband.  It begins to snowball, and somewhere in her venting you sense that this is much more than simple, everyday irritation.  You recognize that there can be some normal and healthy commiseration among women about the common relational retardation of husbands, but it seems that this woman is really struggling.  She’s bashing her husband, and she’d like you to affirm her.  What do you do?
1.
You might be tempted to do nothing because that would be easier than opening up what could be a can of worms.  But is doing nothing the most loving and helpful thing you can do for your friend?

2.
You might be tempted to self-righteously read her some verses on submission and call for her repentance.  But the self-righteous part fails to keep the royal law.
3.
Instead, maybe you could try to end the bashing by asking a simple, loving question:  How can I help?  And if she asks for your advice, maybe you could gently suggest that maybe both she and her husband have some issues to work out.  Perhaps you could suggest that the couple go see Pastor Jeff Bauer for some help.

I think that would be one way to keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.

D.
Here’s another situation.  Let’s say you hear through the grapevine that someone in the church, a fellow believer, has questioned your integrity, but he’s never come to you about it.  You see no basis for the accusation and you are, in fact, hurt by it.  It bothers you to think about how many people must be talking about you behind your back.  What do you do?
1.
You may be tempted to lash out at the person who has questioned your integrity.  Perhaps you could point out to others how unbiblically this person has acted.  Perhaps you could say a thing or two about what kind of integrity this person has in spreading garbage about you.  But if your motive is revenge, you’re not keeping the royal law, and you’re not leaving the royal bench.
2.
Instead, maybe you could graciously choose to simply let it go, recognizing that if you chased down every negative thing that is said about you, that’s all you’d be doing.
3.
Or if it’s a bigger deal, and you’re concerned for unity and peace within the church, you could go to the person in a spirit of gentleness and reconciliation, explaining what you’ve heard and asking what you may have done to warrant the remarks.
I think that would be one way to keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.

E.
Here’s another situation.  Let’s say I’ve been hurt or embarrassed by something a leader has done in the church.  Maybe I feel my hard work has been overlooked.  Maybe I somehow feel slighted.  Maybe I’m a little embarrassed because the pastor has taken a position on some nonessential issue that others know I do not hold.  What do I do?

1.
I might be tempted to somehow recover my own reputation by scattering a few seeds of doubt about the leadership of the church.  Without ever going to the leader with whom I have a problem, I might say to few of my fellow believers, “We’ve had some problems with the leadership for quite some time.  We’ve prayed about it, and we’re leaving the church.  I can’t really be more specific because I wouldn’t want to give a bad report or create disunity.”  Almost sounds like I’m being the humble, spiritual martyr in all this.  But my revenge is merely cloaked sanctimonious garb.  The seeds I have sown create a mysterious, unknown cloud of doubt that is worse than almost any specific accusation could create.  And that’s exactly what I intended.
2.
A more courageous and loving alternative would be for me to approach directly and personally the leader with whom I have a problem in a spirit of gentleness and reconciliation.
I think that would be one way to keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.

F.
Here’s another situation.  Let’s say your wife is angry with you.  She says you’re never around.  And when you are around, you never help out with the kids or around the house.  And you never do nice, romantic things for her anymore.  Your mind immediately picks up on the inaccuracy of her statements.  The assertions that you’re never around and never help out and never do nice things are just not true.  Evidence springs to mind to refute her claims.  What do you do?
1.
You might be tempted to launch a counter attack by pointing out the inaccuracy of her statements.  Trust me, this is neither loving nor helpful.

2.
Perhaps the most loving to do is to patiently, carefully, perceptively, and compassionately listen to your wife.  Listen for the wrongs you have done.  Listen for how what you’ve done has made her feel.  If you’ve sinned, confess it humbly and ask forgiveness.
I think that would be one way to keep the royal law and leave the royal bench.






Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2005-05-08
Message by Bob Kerrey, Moon Valley Bible Church, 2005-05-08

