
James 4:1-10 

This is a very confrontational passage. Who is James rebuking for this serious behavior/conflict? His Jewish 
Christian readers. This is not believers against the world. This is conflict among professing Christians. This list of 
evils reads a great deal like the front page of our daily newspapers. 

Application: What conflicts do you see among Christians today? Church splits, denominational conflict, 
unhappy homes, divorce. 

What is the major cause/source of conflict in verses 1-3? The strong cravings within us which are constantly 
struggling to be satisfied -- cravings for pleasure and gratification of our fleshly appetites.  We find ourselves in the 
midst of a civil war -- the old nature vs. the new nature. Greed, covetousness, envy, selfishness, pride are on display. 
Some say the Bible is not relevant for our times, but the sins mentioned here are the same sins we see in our world 
today. Not much has changed in the last 2000 years.  

The satisfaction of desire, which is what pleasure is, is something people spend vast quantities of time, money, and 
energy to obtain. Our personal desires are part of our human nature, and we will never escape their pull as long as 
we live in our present bodies. Nevertheless they must not dominate our lives. God's desires must do that (Matthew 
6:33a). Our culture glorifies the satisfaction of personal desire, and it is the primary pursuit of most people, 
including Christians. 

When the world observes this conflict and dissension among Christians, what impact does it have? It 
destroys our witness to the world. They are watching and they expect a higher standard from us. They label us as 
“hypocrites” when they see the kind of behavior that James describes . 

How can we get what we want (v. 2)? Ask God.  When we ask, why don’t we get what we want (v. 3)? We ask 
with wrong, selfish motives. We often ask God for things to enable us to satisfy our own selfish desires. God does 
not give us what we request simply to satisfy our fleshly lusts. He meets all of our true needs, but He does not cater 
to our every whim. The purpose of prayer is not to persuade a reluctant God that I need something. The purposes 
of prayer are to align my will with His, acknowledge my total dependence on Him and change my heart. 

What is James referring to when he says “the world” (v. 4)? The world refers to all of mankind that is outside 
the sphere of the true church. It may be the world of art, education, culture, science or even religion.  But it is a 
world in which the name of Christ is unwelcome.  It is the world that crucified the Lord. 

How are the people adulterous (vv. 4-6)? They have another love—the world. The real issue is: Which will I love 
-- God or the world? The world urges us to love ourselves, to put our pleasures before God's pleasures. The world 
wants us to exclude God from all aspects of life.  

Application: In what areas of my life am I living in compromise?”  Ask the Lord to reveal these areas and give 
you the desire, the grace and power to change. 

What does friendship with the world look like? It is marked by a strong desire for material things, pleasure, 
gratifying bodily appetites, jealousy, envy, being double-minded (James 1:8), wanting the best of both worlds, and 
living in a state of compromise. Taking on chameleon-like properties, i.e. blending in instead of standing out. 

Application: Since we are not supposed to have a desire for the things of the world, can we enjoy some of 
the things the world has to offer like going to ball games or eating out? What is James talking about here? 
He is talking about where our hearts are….what’s important….our value system. He is talking about idolatry. 
Someone once said, “My heart is an idol factory.”  

Why can’t we be friends with the world and friends of God at the same time (v. 4)? God is a jealous God. He 
allows no divided allegiance. In Matthew 6:24 Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one 
and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other.” They are mutually exclusive.  

Why does the Spirit envy (v. 5)? He knows what’s best for us—God! The Spirit which He made to dwell in us 
jealously yearns for the entire devotion of our hearts. He wants all of us. (Romans 8:11; 1 Corinthians 3:16; 
Galatians  4:6; Ephesians 4:30). God says, “I am a jealous God” (Exodus 20:5; 34:14). 



What is the hope/promise of v. 6?  Grace!  Why do we need grace? To withstand the onslaughts of the flesh 
within and the world without. What is the required condition to receive grace?  Humility. The cure for conflict 
is a humble sprit which is rewarded by God’s grace. Why does God give grace only to the humble?   

Since God gives grace to the humble without measure, James now gives us specific guidance on how to conduct 
ourselves in response to conflict in the church and how to interact with the world. What are his six exhortations 
(vv. 7-10)? 

1. Submit to God. How do we do that?  Toward God, we must "submit" in humility. This means making what is of 
importance to Him important to us; ordering our priorities in harmony with God's priorities which requires 
prayerful self-examination. It means not living to fulfill our personal ambitions, but using our lives to fulfill His 
desires. Submission is not identical to obedience. Submission involves the surrender of the will, which allows for 
obedience.  Example? As Jesus demonstrated in the Garden of Gethsemane when He said, “Not my will but yours” 
(Luke 22:42; Mark 14:36).   

2. Resist the devil. How do we do that?  We do this by closing our ears and hearts to his suggestions and 
temptations.  We also do it by using the scriptures as the Sword of the Spirit to repel him. Satan wants to make us 
doubt, deny, disregard, and disobey God's Word (Genesis 3:1-5). We "resist the devil" by refusing to do these 
things. When we actively resist the devil, the promise is that he will flee from us (v. 7). Example? Jesus quoted 
scripture in the desert when tempted by Satan (Matthew 4:1-11). 

3. Come near to God. How do we do that?  By prayer…desperate and believing prayer….laying bare our lives 
before Him. And He will come near to us. How amazing that our Creator wants close fellowship with us! Example? 
Jesus got alone several times with the Father and prayed (Matthew 14:23; Mark 1:35). 

Application: Have you ever wondered why God doesn’t feel near? What should we do about that? What 
place do feelings have in God’s nearness? 

4. Wash your hands and purify your hearts. What does that mean?  How do we do that?  Through confession, 
repentance and forsaking sins. We need to admit that we are sinners and double-minded. When David was 
confronted with his sin, he wrote a powerful prayer we know as Psalm 51. David said: “Wash away all my iniquity 
and cleanse me from my sin….Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place. 
Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow….Create in me a pure heart, O 
God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. 
Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me….A broken and contrite heart, O 
God, you will not despise.”  

5. Grieve, mourn, and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. How do we do that?  We 
need to have true, heartfelt repentance over our sin. Not merely admitting it, but grieving over it. When God 
convicts, we need to prostrate ourselves before Him and repent and mourn over our sinfulness and our selfishness. 

James was not saying Christians must be constantly miserable, mourning, weeping, and gloomy. These are only the 
outward signs of repentance from a formerly sinful attitude and lifestyle. 

6. Be humble before the Lord. How do we do that?  Reflect on our undeserving, sinful nature. Take our rightful 
place in the dust at His feet. When we truly realize who God is and who we are by comparison, we should be 
flooded with true humility. Pride comes from refusing to recognize God in His rightful place and us in ours. 

Responding to these exhortations is all part of the aging, maturing, sanctification process. If we ask, God will give us 
the desire, the grace and the power to do them. If we humble ourselves, He will lift us up. The way up is down. The 
lowly one becomes the lifted one. Humility eventually brings honor. 

Application: How are you progressing in these six commands in your life? 
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