
Noon Bible Study: James 4 (pt 1)
James has a reputation of being straightforward.  We’ve seen this so far in his letter.  However, some of his most direct and 
hard sayings are found here in James 4.  Buckle up readers, here we go.

James 4:1-10

James 4:1-3 - Source Of Quarrels & Conflicts

“James chooses the vocabulary of war to express controversies and quarrels, animosities and bad feelings among 
Christians, not because there is no other way of saying it, but because there is no other way of expressing the 
horror of it.  He is seeing the relationship of the church through the eye of God…’War’ represents a continuing 
state of hostility and ‘fightings’ a specific outbust of active antagonism, enduring feuds with recurring quarrels 
flaring up” (“The Bible Speaks Today: The Message of James”, J.A. Motyer, page 141))

Have you ever wondered why you fight?  Why there is conflict and contention in your life and in the world?  James 
plainly gives us the answer.  Pleasure, lust, envy.  In other words, the inner selfish desires within each of us are 
the source of these problems.  

Still not convinced? Motyer says that “all our desires and passions are like an armed camp within us, ready at a 
moments notice to declare war against anyone who stands in the way of some personal gratification on which we have 
set our hearts.” (Ibid, page 142).  If you stand in the way of something I want, there’s going to be a problem.  Our 
desire for peace, pleasure, comfort, joy, love, affection, encouragement, ease, success, quiet, sleep, food, money, sex, 
etc. etc. must not be thwarted by anyone or anything!  When we don’t get what we want, there is war.

Consider this.  What is the opposite of pleasure, lust, and envy?  Contentment, contentment and contentment.  If we 
were content in life and realized that we really want/need is found in Christ, the battle could end.

v. 2b-3 - this isn’t just talking about asking for material “stuff” rather than spiritual stuff...but let us consider 
the context of this section and what we might be “asking for” (or rather not asking for) in regards to the strife 
and contentions in our life.

It is easy to assume that it’s “everyone else’s fault” that there is strife in your life, but have you ever considered 
what you contribute to the equation?  When you are in a quarrel with someone, if you pray at all, what do you 
pray for?  Many of us when we’re at our best will pray for God to change/work in the heart of the other person to 
help the conflict end (“God, please help Bobby see his pride, so that he can understand what I confronted him about” 
 “Lord, please change Betty’s heart so that we can have reconciliation.”)  Those are good things to pray.

However, how often when we have strife or contention in our lives do we pray this:
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“Lord, help me see how I might be wrong here?”  “Father, can you show me the log in my eye?”  “God, can you help 
me to care less about myself and more about others?”  Yikes!  Those are dangerous prayers.  Just imagine if God 
answered a prayer like that and the reason why conflict ended was because we changed and didn’t care anymore 
about “winning” the argument and started caring more about “loving” the other person(s).

So James says…”you have not because you ask not, and when you do ask, you’re asking for the wrong reasons 
(wrong motives).”  The primary aim of our life should be to glorify God and be more conformed into the image of 
Jesus.  Conflict with others provide a tremendous, yet often ignored, opportunity to model the heart and words and 
actions of Jesus.  Remember, James is echoing the master...let’s remember what Jesus said:

Matthew 5:25 - "Make friends quickly with your opponent at law while you are with him on the way, so that 
your opponent may not hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the officer, and you be thrown into prison.

Matthew 5:38-41 - "You have heard that it was said, 'AN EYE FOR AN EYE, AND A TOOTH FOR A TOOTH.' 39 "But I 
say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him 
also. 40 "If anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, let him have your coat also. 41 "Whoever forces 
you to go one mile, go with him two.

Matthew 5:44-46 - "But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that 
you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and 
sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 "For if you love those who love you, what reward do 
you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?

And Paul will add:

Romans 12:17-19, 21 - 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….21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

James 4:4-5 - Whose Friend Are You?

An adulterer is someone who commits “voluntary sexual intercourse between a married person and someone other 
than that person's current spouse or partner” (Merriam Webster Dictionary via m-w.com).  

Q - Why is this used of those who are attempting to be a friend of the world and a friend of God?

What James is not talking about here is the call upon a Christian to be a light unto the world, a friend of sinners, 
all things to all men, etc.  Instead he is talking about those people who have not made a clean break from the 
ways, thoughts, habits, and behaviors of the world.  The “world” is a symbolic representation of the system of this 
evil age.  The opposite of the “world” is “God”.

Q - How do you behave as a friend to someone?
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Understanding how we act when we are friends with someone can help us understand what James is talking about 
here.  Here’s how Webster’s defines “friend”:

 one attached to another by affection or esteem
 one that is not hostile (as opposed to an enemy)
 a favored companion
 a person who you like and enjoy being with (Webster’s English Learners Definition)

We foster friendships in various ways:

 Spending time together
 communicating with each other
 sharing life events with each other
 becoming vulnerable with each other

A friend is a person you involve in significant moments in your life.  You want to talk/be with a friend:

 When something good happens (celebrations, good news, fun)
 When something bad happens (tragedy, loss, sorrow)
 When you need help (moving furniture, getting advice, when you want to feel better)

Looking at what a “friend” really is helps us see why James uses this language here.  In most areas of life we are 
allowed to have more than just one friend, but in this relationship, our two options of friends are sworn enemies 
and completely incompatible.  We’re either a friend of the world, and an enemy of God or a friend of God and an 
enemy of the world.  We may not wish to be an enemy of God, but we become that when we continue a friendship 
relationship with the world.

v. 5 - God is jealous, in the best way

The language James has used in chapter 4 to describe our relationship with God is deep.  Marriage (adulteresses) and 
friendship (friend/enemy).  Scripture teaches us that the LORD is a “jealous God” (Exodus 20:5, 34:14, Deuteronomy 
4:24, 5:9, 6:15; Joshua 24:19; Nahum 1:2).  This is not a petty jealousy like wishing you had a nice car like your 
neighbor.  This is a deep and passionate jealousy like a husband/wife who is in love with and devoted to his 
wife/husband or a mother who will not allow evil to affect her children.  Without “jealousy” within and for those 
relationships, those relationships aren’t true.

Here James quotes the general summary of  Scripture which teaches that God is very concerned and committed to 
anywhere or anyone that has His spirit.  God wants you for his own.  He doesn’t want to share you with his enemy 
(the world).  He knows his enemy will hurt and defile you and so he’s jealous for that relationship!  And though this 
isn’t specifically mentioned - the world is jealous for you as well.  The “world” doesn’t want to let you go with 
God and will fight to keep that friendship as well!  This really is a war!
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James 4:6-10 - A Clear Solution

Q - What does it mean to “draw near to God?

Q - How does one “cleanse their hands”?

Q - What does it mean that we turn our “laughter into mourning” and be miserable, mourn and weep?

Rather than stoking selfishly induced fighting, rather than being a friend of the world (and an enemy of God), why 
not come near to God (like a friend would perhaps?), mourn over the brokenness in that relationship, and live in the 
grace (loving help and assistance) that God so desires to give.  James gives us some very blunt truth in this section 
and likewise gives us some blunt direction as to where we should live. 

When we “divorce” ourselves from a relationship with the world, it may lead to some mourning and sorrow.  We have 
lived for ourselves for too long, and there will likely be some pain involved in the end of that relationship, just 
like in any time a relationship ends where our heart was invested.  Humbling ourselves will never be associated with 
the words “fun” or “laughter”.  But humbling ourselves and drawing near to God does lead to life and joy and 
peace and healing and future exaltation.

The best offer of a relationship with the world is this:  fun, pleasure, excitement, acceptance, self-
determination and eventual death.

The basic offer of a relationship with God is this: joy, trials, forgiveness, struggle, freedom, relationship, 
and eventual life in the age to come.

Our modern American context doesn’t like being pressured into something.  And it is true we don’t “have to” make a decision 
as to which side we are on right now.  But it is also true that we don’t know when our last chance to make that decision is. 
If you plan to make the choice to be a friend of God in 2019, there is no guarantee you’ll be there to make it.  God doesn’t 
pressure us.  Time itself is applying the pressure.

Why not choose to be a friend of God today?  A real, full time, devoted, unadulterated, humble, passionate, friend of the 
loving, powerful creator God who not only wants to be our friend, but wants to be our Father!  God promises to help those 
who choose to live for Him.  He “gives a greater grace” to the humble (James 4:6)!  But He opposes those who are proud and 
thus say or imply they don’t need Him.

On our last day we won’t regret things related to our job, our money, our technology, our politics or our sports teams. 
 Yet those are the things we are tempted to focus our lives on.  What we will be mindful of on our last day is our 
relationships.  Our relationships with our family and friends and most importantly our relationship with God. 

Don’t save your tears for your deathbed.  Take the time to consider your ways and turn towards God with all your heart. 
 Even those of us who have made this decision already - how can we draw even closer?   He is ready to receive you, ready to 
welcome and draw close to those who are moving towards Him.
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