
James 4:11 Macarthur NT commentary 
 
Before approaching the text of James 4:11–12, a common misconception needs to be dealt 
with. The biblical injunctions against slander do not, as many in the church today 
erroneously believe, prohibit rebuking those who persist in unrepentant sin. On the 
contrary, such public exposure of sin is commanded in Scripture. In Matthew 18:15–17, 
Jesus set forth the parameters for dealing with sinning Christians: 
 
If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won 
your brother. But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the 
mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed. If he refuses to listen to them, 
tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector. 
 
Those who refuse to repent after private warnings are to be rebuked publicly before the 
church. Paul repeated the Lord’s command in Titus 3:10, telling Titus to “reject a factious 
man after a first and second warning,” and he himself publicly rebuked such a person (1 Cor. 
5:1–5). Thus, James’s words do not speak against one another do not forbid exposing sin 
with righteous intent, but rather lying with malicious intent. Katalaleō (speak against) 
appears only here and in 1 Peter 2:12 and 3:16. Along with the related nouns katalalia 
(“slander;” 2 Cor. 12:20; 1 Pet. 2:1) and katalalous (“slanderers;” Rom. 1:30), it refers to 
mindless, thoughtless, careless, critical, derogatory, untrue speech directed against others. 
 
As noted throughout this commentary, James wrote his epistle to present tests of a living, 
genuine, saving faith. Having just shown that the mark of a true believer is humility (James 
4:10), he then reveals one practical way in which humility is violated and pride revealed, 
through defaming others. A person whose life is characterized by habitual slander and 
condemnation of others betrays an evil, unloving, unregenerate heart (1 John 2:9–10; 4:20). 
Their mouths become tunnels through which depravity exits their hearts. On the other 
hand, sanctified speech marks believers (Eph. 4:25, 29; Col. 4:6). The issue of slander, then, 
becomes a test of genuine salvation, and for believers, a measure of spiritual maturity. 


