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James 4:1-3

Purpose:  To assist genuine believers in identifying underlying causes of interpersonal conflict within the church body

Introduction:  This paragraph shows the opposite of making peace (3:18).  It also shows that the early churches were at times fractured by quarreling and turbulent fighting.  The NT churches were not necessarily the ideal, perfect churches we sometimes imagine.

1) James asks two penetrating questions concerning their interpersonal spiritual struggles —4:1

a) James investigates the source—1 From what source [po,qen] do (chronic) wars [po,lemoj] and (specific) battles [ma,ch] arise in youpl?
i) Are they from above, or from some other source?

ii) Remember the self-seeking, party-spirit of those with evil wisdom (3:13-16)

b) James exposes the source—Is it not out of [evnteu/qen evk) yourpl pleasures [h`donh,] which are fighting [pres. mid. ptc. of strateu,omai] in yourpl members?
i) The question is written to assume a positive answer.

ii) According to James hedone [h`donh,] has established a military base in the members of our physical body.  So the problem is not our environment or circumstances.  “We carry an enemy in our hearts.” (Manton, p. 225)

iii) Note the constant battle between man’s desires and God’s desires

(1) 1st Peter 4:2; Romans 15:1-3; 2nd Corinthians 5:15
iv) Hedone [h`donh,] is normally viewed negatively in the NT.

(1) The pleasures of life [bi,oj] can choke the Word and stop fruit from maturing—Luke 8:14

(2) The pleasures enslave unbelievers and are variegated is dimension—Titus 3:3

v) Hedone [h`donh,] is viewed neutrally only once

(1) False teachers consider self-indulgence in the daytime a pleasure—2nd Peter 2:13

vi) The last days are characterized by people being pleasure-lovers [filh,donoj] instead of God-lovers [filo,qeoj]—2nd Timothy 3:4

c) “Thus, it is not true that we sometimes act without thinking.  Every action is a result of a decision.  It may be a hasty decision or one prompted more by emotion than reason, but in every case the mind has made a choice that has then been pursued.” (Kent, p. 133)

d) Manton reminds us that we battle with sinful desires:

i) Between a person and their conscience—both in and against your soul (1st Peter 2:11)

ii) Between conviction and corruption—sin storms at the light that reveals it

iii) Between corruption and corruption—worldly desires jostle for the throne

2) James makes four observations concerning their interpersonal spiritual struggles—4:2-3

a) Positive observation # 1—2 Youpl are intensely desiring [pres. act. ind. of evpiqume,w]…

i) Negative observation # 1—and youpl are not possessing [pres. act. ind. of e;cw].
ii) For instance, “I want a husband; I want a wife; I want a different job; etc.”

iii) Animosity escalates when desire is frustrated.  Frustration: the lordship of my desires.

b) Positive observation # 2—You are murdering [pres. act. ind. of foneu,w] and setting yourpl heart on things [pres. act. ind. of zhlo,w]…

i) Negative observation # 2—and youpl are not able [pres. dep. ind. of du,namai] to obtain [aor. act. inf. of evpitugca,nw].

ii) Probably a figure of speech, and not literal murder; i.e. character assassination.  Willing to do whatever I can to get what I want.

c) Positive observation # 3—Youpl are battling [pres. dep. ind. of ma,comai] and waging war [pres. act. ind. of poleme,w],…

i) Negative observation # 3—youpl are not possessing [pres. act. ind. of e;cw]

(1) Why are they not possessing?  because [dia,] youpl do not ask [pres. mid. infin. of aivte,w].

(2) Jesus taught us to ask—Matthew 7:7-9

ii) People who get in the way of the fulfillment of our desires deserve to be treated badly, we wrongly assume.

(1) Rather than harmful fighting, we should be asking God for what we need.

d) Positive observation # 4—3 Youpl are asking [pres. act. ind. of aivte,w]

i) Negative observation # 4—and are not receiving [pres. act. ind. of lamba,nw],

ii) Why are they not receiving? because [dio,ti] youpl are asking [pres. mid. ind. of aivte,w]

(1) Asking/requesting with the wrong method—wrongly [kakw/j],

(2) Asking/requesting with the wrong intent (selfishness)—that youpl may spend it (all) [aor. act. subj. of dapana,w] in yourpl pleasures [h`donh,].
(a) Full circle back to pleasures as in 4:1, here in a sinful sense.

iii) Remember the great promise of 1st John 5:14.

3) Summary and applications for us

a) What do I focus my pleasures on?  God or sin?
b) Do I truly understand how serious conflict within a church really is?

c) Do I truly believe God is sovereign, even over the answer to my desires and prayers?

d) Do I desire answers to my prayers to benefit myself or to benefit others?

James 4:4-6

Purpose: To warn God’s people of the nature and dangers of worldliness
Introduction: 

1) How does James address his readers?—4:4a  4 Adulterers and adulteresses,
a) An OT figure of speech indicating unfaithfulness to God and participation in idolatry

b) “If we seek from the world the pleasures we should seek in God, we are unfaithful to our marriage vows.  And, what’s worse, when we go to our heavenly Husband and actually pray for the resources with which to commit adultery with the world, it is a very wicked thing.  It is as though we would ask our husband for money to hire male prostitutes to provide the pleasure we don’t find in him!” (Piper, Desiring God, 164)
2) What question does James start with?—4:4b-c

a) James asks the question—4:4b  do youpl not know [pf. act. ind. of eivdw/] that the affection [fili,a] toward the world is [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] hostility [e;cqra] against God?
i) They knew what they were doing was wrong.  They had been discipled properly.

ii) Their affections had come to be aligned with the principles, aims, and values of the world system which stands entirely opposed to God’s principles, aims, and values.

(1) Compare Romans 8:5-8.

iii) The hostility is not on God’s part, but on the part of the believers.

b) James applies the question—4:4c

i) The deliberate choice—Therefore, whoever should determine [aor. dep. subj. of bou,lomai] to be [pres. act. inf. of eivmi,] a close associate [fi,loj] of the world [ko,smoj]…

(1) Spiritual adultery is a choice.  We are not victims in this adulterous relationship.  The choice reveals the state of the soul.
(2) Often the world does not accept our adulterous attempts, but rather it looks upon us with ridicule.

ii) The disastrous consequences—…designates [pres. pass. ind. of kaqi,sthmi] himself an adversary [evcqro,j] of God.
(1) Neutrality toward God is impossible.  Adultery is not unintentional.
c) When we, Christ’s bride, set our pleasures on the world, it is like having an affair with Mr. Cosmos. (Adams, 112)
d) “It is the condition of being lured away from complete loyalty to God by the attractions of the nonspiritual world system.” (Kent, 139)

3) James asks a second question based on Scripture—4:5-6 
a) Explaining the question—4:5a  5 Or are youpl presuming [pres. act. ind. of doke,w] that the Scripture is speaking [pres. act. ind. of le,gw] futilely [kenw/j]?  
i) A subjective view of the authority and sufficiency of the Word.  Consider David’s sin with Bathsheba (2nd Samuel 11-12; especially 12:9, 10)
b) Explaining the statement—4:5b  The Spirit who dwells [aor. act. ind. of katoike,w] in us is yearning [pres. act. ind. of evpipoqe,w] toward jealousy [fqo,noj].
i) Two views: Spirit of God or spirit of man?
ii) God responds appropriately to your spiritual adultery with jealousy.
c) Applying the principles—4:6

i) With a contrasting statement—6 But [de,] he is giving [pres. act. ind. of di,dwmi] a greater [me,gaj] grace [ca,rij].
(1) God does not cast us off when we stumble.
(2) “A sense of weakness should not be a discouragement but an advantage.” (Manton, 239)

ii) With more Scripture (LXX of Proverbs 3:34)—Therefore He is saying [pres. act. ind. of le,gw],
(1) “God opposes [pres. mid. ind. of avntita,ssomai] the proud [u`perh,fanoj]

(a) One who thinks above and beyond what he ought to.
(i) “We are amazingly apt to be puffed up with an idea of our own excellence, be it regarding riches, beauty, abilities, or grace.” (Manton, 243)

(b) “The God to whom as believers they have pledged their allegiance and who is now confronting them in their worldliness.… God is the active antagonist of the proud and self-sufficient.” (Hiebert, 259, 260)

(2) but is giving [pres. act. ind. of di,dwmi] grace [ca,rij] to the humble [tapeino,j].”
(a) “The humble, deeply conscious of their sinfulness and need, gladly acknowledge their dependence on god and rest in His all-sufficiency.” (Hiebert, 260)

d) As sinful as spiritual adultery may be, God (though the offended party) persistently gives the genuine believer grace that is greater than the temptation to sin.

4) Summary and applications

a) “It will always be impossible to satisfy the expectations of unbelievers, whose hearts are set on this world, and at the same time please God.” (ESV Study Bible)

b) Consider 1st John 2:15-17
c) “Our God is ‘a consuming fire,’ and his demand for our exclusive allegiance may seem terrifying.  But our God is also merciful, gracious, all-loving, and willingly supplies all that we need to meet his all-encompassing demands.” (Moo, 191)

James 4:7-10

Purpose:  The solution to spiritual adultery
Introduction:  Ten urgent commands demonstrating God’s greater grace regarding repentance of the sin of worldliness; thus the therefore [ou=n] … in verse 7.  The difference between “I must…” and “I will….”  NB the parallel teaching in 1st Peter 5:5-9
1) Three commands to demonstrate active allegiance to God and His values—4:7-8a
a) Put on—(be submitting yourselves [aor. pass. impv. of u`pota,ssw] to God,
i) Properly realigning yourself voluntarily under God’s rightful authority.
ii) In contrast to God opposing [avntita,ssw] the proud in 4:6.
b) Two conditional clauses with secondary commands (if you …then… idea)
i) Put off—but [de,] (refuse to yield to [aor. act. impv. of avnqi,sthmi] the devil,
(1) The meaning—take your stand against the devil instead of each other
(a) With the whole armor of God—Ephesians 6:10-17

(b) Man the defenses knowing the enemy’s pressure is relentless. (Motyer, p. 152)
(2) The promise—and he will flee [fut. dep. ind. of feu,gw] from youpl.

(a) Successful resistance is possible; there is no middle ground in this battle.
(b) “The devil has no power to force us, but only the skill to persuade us.” (Manton, p. 251)

(3) The illustration—Genesis 4:7

ii) 8 (Approach [aor. act. impv. of evggi,zw] God,
(1) Remember how they were flirting with the world?  Return to Him!
(a) Even though sin makes us shy of His presence. (Manton, p. 255)
(2) and He will approach [fut. act. ind. of evggi,zw] youpl.

(a) What mercy!  What grace!  In spite of our adultery.
2) Two commands to demonstrate genuine concern for sin and purity—4:8b

a) (Cleanse [aor. act. impv. of kaqari,zw] yourpl hands, sinners [a`martwlo,j],

i) Those who were acting contrary to God must seek purity of outward conduct.
b) And (purify [aor. act. impv. of a`gni,zw] yourpl hearts, youpl double-minded [di,yucoj].
i) Those who were flirting with the world (sitting on the fence with divided allegiance) must seek purity of inward commitment.
c) Remove what disqualifies you from acceptable worship.  Remember these parallel concepts from Psalm 24:3-4

3) Four commands to demonstrate genuine grief concerning our sin—4:9
a) 9 (Grieve [aor. act. impv. of talaipwre,w],

i) Being miserable as a result of recognizing one’s true condition and the shame of one’s sin.  “When a true realization of their sinfulness strikes home, the feeling of wretchedness will follow.” (Hiebert, p. 264)
b) and (mourn [aor. act. impv. of penqe,w],

i) Grief for unfaithfulness that cannot be hidden
c) and (weep [aor. act. impv. of klai,w].

i) Matthew 5:4
d) (Let… be changed [aor. pass. impv. of metastre,fw]
i) yourpl laughter [ge,lwj]… into mourning [pe,nqoj],
(1) The shallow laughter you thought you enjoyed in your spiritual adultery should be changed into mourning for sin and shame.  Remember Proverbs 10:23
(2) “The change will occur as Spirit-wrought conviction seizes them.” (Hiebert, p. 265)
ii) and joy [cara,] into gloominess [kath,feia].

(1) Remember the tax collector of Luke 18:13

4) One more command to demonstrate active allegiance to God and His values  10 (Humble yourselves [aor. pass. impv. of tapeino,w] before the Lord,
a) The meaning—The sense of their utter unworthiness in His presence can only produce humility (Hiebert, p. 265)
i) Remember Job 42:5-6.

ii) “Gracious humiliation is a deep sense of our misery and vileness, with a desire to be reconciled to God on any terms.” (Manton, p. 266)
b) The promise—and He will exalt [fut. act. ind. of u`yo,w] youpl.
i) Matthew 23:12; Luke 18:14

ii) “The Lord sets the downward path before us because there is no other way up.” (Motyer, p. 153)

c) The focus—“Lord” refers to Christ
5) Summary and applications

a) The cure for worldliness is a deliberate choice to focus on God.
b) Remember the pure religion of James 1:27 (keeping oneself unspotted from the world)

c) Remember that the sweetness of innocence is precious to God.

i) Romans 16:19

ii) 1st Corinthians 14:20
James 4:11-12

Purpose: To warn genuine believers concerning the dangers of criticizing speech
Introduction:  This concludes the section of 4:1-12 on problems within the church.  This section shows the lack of the humility commanded in 4:10, but also another symptom of worldliness.  Whereas 4:4-10 looked Godward, these verses look manward.  Genuine repentance will demonstrate itself in how it talks about other believers.  Sinful speech shows a lack of wisdom from above (3:17-18), and a desire to dominate other believers (4:1-3).
1) The command—4:11a 11 Do not [mh,] be [Stop?] speaking degradingly [pres. act. impv. of katalale,w] of one another, brothers (no longer adulterers and adulteresses, sinners, or double-minded).
a) Refers to critical, derogatory speech intended to influence others against the person being spoken about.  It deliberately calls attention to the faults of others while minimizing their virtues.  It is not being untruthful about someone, but rather unloving about them in our speech.

b) It is something we say in our heart, long before we pass it on.

c) “One another” indicates this was a reciprocal practice, not simply one-sided.
d) Associated with:

i) Pride: Psalm 101:5, which God resists (4:6).

ii) List of sins in 1st Peter 2:1.
e) We can expect this from unbelievers—1st Peter 2:12; 3:16

2) The explanations of the command—4:11b-12:a

a) Explanation # 1

i) The one… (one definite article governs both ptc.)
(1) characterized by speaking degradingly [pres. act. ptc. of katalale,w] of a brother
(a) Harsh, criticizing words about someone who is absent from the conversation.
(2) and judging [pres. act. ptc. of kri,nw] his brother,
ii) is…
(1) speaking degradingly [pres. act. ind. of katalale,w] of the law
(a) Because the royal law of liberty (1:25: 2:8) says to love your neighbor
(2) and judging [pres. act. ind. of kri,nw] the law.
(a) Rather than being judged by the royal law of liberty, you are saying that this law is wrong and needs to be changed.
iii) When we speak degradingly or judge a fellow church member, we put ourselves above the human situation and take the place of the law.

iv) Seriousness of this sin shown from examples in the LXX: Numbers 12:1-15; 21:4-9

v) It attacks the unity of the body.

b) Explanation # 2  (if… then…)
i) Now [de,], if [1st class condition—assumed true for the sake of argument] you are judging [pres. act. ind. of kri,nw] the law,
ii) you are [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] not a doer [poihth,j] of the law but [avlla,] a judge [krith,j].
iii) Observe the following digression: (Manton, p. 270)

(1) People criticize rather than examine a church’s teaching/preaching

(2) People live lives that are tainted with sin

(3) People question the Word itself

(4) People lose all fear of God and man
c) Explanation # 3

i) Statement of God’s unique roles—12 There is [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] only one Lawgiver and Judge,
(1) When we speak degradingly or judge a fellow church member, we put ourselves above the human situation and take the place of God. (Davids, NIGTC, p. 169)

(2) They knew this from the OT: Isaiah 33:22

(3) “As Lawgiver He declares His will for His creatures, and as Judge He upholds and enforces His revealed will.” (Hiebert, p. 270)

(4) When we criticize a believer for something not found in the Word, we are making more sins than God has made, and saying that He was error. (Manton, p. 269)
ii) Clarification—the One who is able [pres. dep. ptc. of du,namai] …

(1) to save [aor. act. inf. of sw,zw]

(2) and to destroy [aor. act. inf. of avpo,llumi].
iii) God alone possesses the freedom, wisdom, and power to carry out His purpose.
3) The application of the command—4:12b But [de,] who are [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] you [emphatic] who are judging [pres. act. ind. of kri,nw] your neighbor?
a) Reflects what Paul said in Romans 14:4.
b) You cannot carry out your own verdict.  God alone possess that freedom, wisdom, and power.

4) Summary and applications

a) “When someone knows what God’s Word commands and violates it anyway, he is saying in effect: ‘I have made a decision that this is not a good law, and therefore I set it aside.’” (Kent, p. 152)
b) God is not prohibiting believers from making any kind of moral judgments regarding each other.  James himself has just called his readers “adulterers and adulteresses,” “sinners” and “double-minded.” (4:4, 8)

c) Remember Jesus’ words on this theme: Matthew 7:1-6.  NB the purpose.
d) The issue is what view we have of ourselves.  Hence James’ question: who are you? ”I am a person seeking to walk in the lowliest humility with God, for I know that this is the way of blessing.  I have learned that the way down is the way up.  I seek for myself the lowest place.” If we consider ourselves above our brothers, does not the world have a right to question the validity of our claim to love God? (Motyer, p. 159)
James 4:13-17
Purpose: To inform and challenge genuine believers in Godward decisionmaking
Introduction:  This section continues the transition from one form of worldliness to another.  He addresses the self-sufficient independence characteristic of the world.  These readers are believers who apparently hold God’s providence in contempt.
1) James challenges their ignorance—4:13-14a 13 Come now [pres. act. impv. of a;gw],

a) youpl who are saying [pres. act. ptc. of le,gw],

i) When—“Today or tomorrow
(1) The present and immediate future
ii) Where—we will go [aor. dep. subj. of poreu,omai] into such and such a city,

(1) Indefinite plurality of possibilities
iii) How long—spend [aor. act. subj. of poie,w] one year there,

(1) Our English word “poet”, a doer
(2) Assuming one has an entire year to spend!
iv) What—and engage in business [aor. dep. subj. of evmporeu,omai]
(1) Our English word “emporium”
v) Outcome—and make a profit [aor. act. subj. of kerdai,nw].”
(1) No one plans to fail at business, but these people are enjoying their pleasures before they obtain them. (Manton, 275)
b) 14 Youpl do not understand [pres. dep. ind. of evpi,stamai] tomorrow.
i) Our English words “epistemology” and “epistemic”
2) James explains the reality of their frailty and what their dependence—4:14b-15

a) What are you like?  Because [ga,r] what is yourpl life like?  For [ga,r] it is [fut. dep. ind. of eivmi,] a vapor [avtmi,j] that appears [pres. dep. ptc. of fai,nw] momentarily but then disappears [pres. pass. ptc. of avfani,zw].
i) Our English words “atmosphere” and “phenomenal” and “phantasm/phantom”
ii) Remember well Proverbs 27:1

iii) Hiebert reminds us: (p. 275-276)

(1) They are planning in disregard of God is the very essence of worldliness.

(2) They also plan in disregard of the uncertainty of human life.

iv) Human life is insubstantial and transitory (Moo, 204)

b) What are you to do?  15 Instead [avnti,] (of saying what they did in 4:13) youpl are to say [pres. act. inf. of le,gw], “If [eva,n] the Lord (Father? Christ?) should desire [aor. act. subj. of qe,lw], then we should live [aor. act. subj. of za,w] and do [aor. act. subj. of poie,w] this or that.”
i) It is not enough to recognize the uncertainty and transitory nature of life.  Even the pagans recognize these facts.

ii) See also Acts 18:21; Romans 1:10; 15:32; 1st Corinthians 4:19; 16:7; Philippians 2:19, 24; Hebrews 6:3; 1st Peter 3:17
iii) There is no magical significance of verbalizing “If the Lord’s wills….”

3) James addresses the sinfulness of their presumptuous attitude—4:16 16 But [de,]…

a) now [nu/n], youpl are boasting [pres. dep. ind. of kauca,omai] in yourpl presumptuous arrogance [avlazonei,a].

i) Boasting is understood as joyful confidence.  It is often the opposite of submission.

ii) Compare the presumptuous arrogance here with 1st John 2:15.

b) All such boasting [kau,chsij] is [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] evil [ponhro,j].

i) Evil in its cause (arrogant self-sufficiency), its nature (worldliness), and its effects (hindering us from good). (Manton, 282-283)

c) Remember Luke 12:16-21 and Proverbs 27:1.
4) James sets forth a serious conclusion on the matter of planning—4:17  17 Therefore [ou;n],

a) The right knowledge—the one who knows [perf. act. ptc. of eivdw/] what is good [kalo,j] to do [pres. act. inf. of poie,w]

i) Our English word “video”, “calligraphy”, and “kaleidoscope”

b) The wrong actions—and is not doing [pres. act. ptc. of poie,w] it,
c) The sinfulness of the attitude and action—to him it is [pres. act. ind. of eivmi,] sin [a`marti,a].
i) Our English words “hamartia” and “hamartiology”

ii) Remember Romans 14:23 and 1st Corinthians 8:13

iii) This is what some theologians refer to as the sin of omission compared with the sin of commission.

(1) See also Luke 12:47; 19:11-27

d) Knowledge of what is right, and the ability to do it creates the obligation to do so. (Hiebert, 280)

5) Summary and applications

a) Remember the words of Jeremiah 10:23 from the NET—“LORD, we know that people do not control their own destiny.  It is not in their power to determine what will happen to them.”
i) See Proverbs 16:9 NET—A person plans his course, but the LORD directs his steps.
b) We must measure all of our plans and actions by the revealed will of God.

c) Let us be sure to confess not only the sins we have done, but also confess the sins of not doing the good we ought to have done.
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