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Unit 2: Practical Christian Living (James)



May 17, 2009

Lesson 12

How Christians Overcome Worldliness

STUDY TEXT: James 4:1-17

PRINTED TEXT: James 4:1-17

James 4:1 From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your lusts that war in your members? 
2 Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not.

3 Ye ask and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.

4 Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God.

5 Do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us lusteth to envy?

6 But he giveth more grace. Wherefore he saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.

7 Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

8 Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you. Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify your hearts, ye double minded.

9 Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, and your joy to heaviness.

10 Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.

11 Speak not evil one of another, brethren. He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law: but if thou judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge.

12 There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that judgest another?

13 Go to now, ye that say, Today or tomorrow we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain:

14 Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away.

15 For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that.

16. But now ye rejoice in your boastings: all such rejoicing is evil.

17 Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin.

BIBLE FOCUS: “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.” – James 4:10

Lesson Objective

To identify and avoid worldliness and live humbly before God.

Central Truth

Christians avoid worldliness by living humbly before God.

Evangelism Emphasis

By demonstrating humility, Christians can reach the unsaved.

Lesson Outline

1. By Controlling Desires. James 4:1-7

2. By Drawing Close to God. James 4:8-12

3. By Putting God First. James 4:13-17

Study Helps for the Lesson
Clarifying the Text

James 4:3 – “Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.” The ESV renders this text, “You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.” The NIV translates “ask amiss” as “ask with wrong motives.” In the previous verse James noted that some do not receive from God simply because they do not ask. Here he balances that truth by declaring that asking is not enough; one’s motive must be pure and in accordance with the will of God in order to receive from Him.

James 4:5 – “Do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us lusteth to envy?” This is one of the most difficult passages to understand in the entire epistle because this text creates a number of questions. For example, is the word “spirit” a reference to the Holy Spirit or to the human spirit? The phrase “lusteth to envy” is translated “envies intensely” in the NIV, which raises another question: Does this envy speak of an unrighteous desire or of a righteous jealousy? 

When this verse is read in juxtaposition with the subsequent sixth verse, two possibilities emerge. First, James might have been saying something like, “The Spirit who indwells you jealously longs for you and gives you more grace.” Or he could have been saying, “The human spirit which indwells you longs to envy, but He gives more grace.”
 Since neither of these expressions is located in the Old Testament, probably this opening question about what the Scripture says is in reference to James’ citation in verse 6, which is a quotation from Proverbs 3:34. Regardless of which of the above interpretations is correct, the giving of more grace remains the central thought.

James 4:11 – “Speak not evil one of another, brethren. He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law: but if thou judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge.” The warning here is against slandering others. This type of conduct directly opposes the spirit of humility James admonished his readers to practice in the preceding verse. A person who sits in judgment of another is usurping the exclusive role of the Law. Those who do so are not keeping the Law, but rather sitting in judgment of it.

Historical Background

In the heart of this chapter, James addressed his readers as “adulterers and adulteresses” (v. 4). Many believe this was an allusion to the Old Testament use of these words as a symbolic reference to God’s unfaithful people. Scripture abounds with examples of prophets who railed against Israel for acting like an unfaithful spouse as they sought relationships with other gods (Jeremiah 3:9; Ezekiel 16; Hosea 3:1).
 It is certain that the Jewish believers with whom James was corresponding would have unequivocally grasped this identification. 

As we have noted in each of the preceding lessons from James, students cannot miss the similarities between James’ words and those Jesus uttered in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7). For example, the Lord’s opening words in that address, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3) is the essence of James’ call to contrite repentance (4:9). Another beatitude, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5) is mirrored in James’ exhortation, “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up” (4:10). 

There is no historical evidence that James was acquainted with Matthew. As a matter of record, it is generally believed that James composed his epistle several years before the Gospels were written. However, it is likely that James heard Jesus Himself utter these and similar sayings on numerous occasions, despite his not having been a disciple during the Lord’s earthly ministry (Mark 3:21, 31, 32; 6:1-4).

Literary Background

When this series began, we noted that James made frequent references to the teachings of Jesus, especially His sayings from the Sermon on the Mount. In the first 3 chapters of James are at least 20 references to the Lord’s words from the Gospels. Seven more allusions to Jesus’ sayings are found in chapter 5 of James. In this fourth chapter, the writer once again displayed his familiarity with Christ’s teaching ministry. For example, his analogy of an “adulterous people” (James 4:4, NIV) echoes the expression of the Master Teacher (Matthew 12:39; Mark 8:38). This same verse also teaches that friendship with God and the world is mutually exclusive (John 15:18-21). 

In addition, notice these parallels between the book of James and Jesus’ statements in the Gospels: (1) Do not judge others (James 4:11, 12; Matthew 7:1, 2); (2) God can both save and destroy (James 4:12; Matthew 10:28); (3) Only fools plan the future without God (James 4:13, 14; Luke 12:18-20); (4) Punishment awaits those who know God’s will but refuse to obey it (James 4:17; Luke 12:47). James’ writing is a tremendous example to contemporary teachers and ministers of the Lord’s Word that we can be so acquainted with the words of Christ that they become our words as we minister. When one reads James, one hears Jesus. No wonder his letter is central to the Christian life. 

Plan Ahead

( PERSONAL PRAYER: In light of the content of this study, give attention to personal prayer this week. Make certain your own heart is free from the negative attitudes and actions that James addressed in chapter 4 of his letter. Pray that you will manifest humility and be open and transparent before the Lord and your students. 
Introducing the Lesson

( COMPARISON: As we noted at the start of this unit, some of the reformers viewed this letter as secondary in status because of its practical rather than doctrinal focus and because Christ is mentioned only twice. Similar aspersions have been cast against the Old Testament book of Esther. Many have pointed out that Esther is the only book in the Bible that does not mention God by name. However, readers of that volume should see the providential guidance of the Lord is so strong that they can agree, “If God is not in the book of Esther, then He is not in any book in the Bible.” In light of James’ practice of multiple citations of Christ’s teachings (see Literary Background), one may equally utter, “If Jesus is not in the Epistle of James, then He is not in any book in the New Testament.”

( OBSERVATION: Share with the class what a difference turning a page makes. The last verse of chapter 3 says, “The fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace” (James 3:18). Contrast that text with the words James uses to begin chapter 4, such as “wars,” “fightings,” “lusts,” and “enmity.” The hatred in the hearts of his hearers must be replaced with humility if the previously discussed peace is to be recaptured. 

The Power of the Word
1. By Controlling Desires

(James 4:1-7)

COMMENTARY

a. Internal Conflicts – James 4:1, 2. “From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your lusts that war in your members?” (v. 1)
In the closing verses of chapter 3, James addressed the issue of strife and wrote that by nurturing peace, the fruit of righteousness could develop in the lives of believers (3:13-18). In chapter 4 James addressed more specifically the source of contentions that create divisions between believers. He began this line of thought with a question, not seeking information, but instead providing his own immediate answer. 

Seldom do persistent combatants pause to consider the origin of their animosity, but that seems to have been the intention of this writer. James’ words indicate that the external conflicts between Christians emerge from internal disorders. The NIV renders the last clause of verse 1 with this language: “Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” These “lusts” or “desires” likely allude to inner longings for recognition, honor, glory, power, or superiority. These selfish desires are identified by the author as the chief culprit of most of the quarrels among believers. No wonder Jesus warned, “Beware of covetousness” (Luke 12:15). 

In verse 2, James continued his accusatory description of his audience: “Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye fight and war, yet have not, because ye ask not.” The irony of unrestrained lust for sensual pleasure is that it is always elusive and never fulfilled. The writer’s second assertion in this verse surely must be an example of hyperbole. It is unfathomable that the Christians to whom James was writing were guilty of actual murder. On the contrary, the phrase “ye kill” likely speaks of hatred and is worded in a way that echoes Jesus’ equating of malice with murder (Matthew 5:21, 22; see also 1 John 3:15). Thus, James’ words may be understood as saying something like, “You hate and you covet.” His closing clause in this second verse, “Ye have not because ye ask not,” indicates that true satisfaction of legitimate desires is available, but it comes through prayer to God, not via self-seeking promotion and strife.

b. Ineffective Communication – James 4:3. “Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.” 
James proceeded by adding to his instruction concerning prayer. The words in verse 3 indicate that merely praying, or asking, is not sufficient. One must have the right motives and inner attitudes if the prayer is to be answered. The idea expressed here echoes several Old Testament texts that declare that God accepts only the prayers of the righteous who call upon Him in truth (Psalm 34:13-15; 66:18, 19; 145:18). A person must be genuinely repentant and humble if he is to anticipate an answer to his heart’s cry (Luke 18:14, 15).
 

The latter clause, “that ye may consume it upon your lusts,” hints that James’ readers were attempting to use prayer as a means of gratification. The idea expressed here may be understood to mean these believers were squandering or spending what they had received from God upon themselves, rather than pleasing the Lord and assisting others.

c. Instructive Condition – James 4:4-7. “He giveth more grace. Wherefore he saith, God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble. Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (vv. 6, 7).
In verses 4 and 5 James identified “friendship of the world” as a form of spiritual adultery. Thus, one who embraces the sinful systems of this world is unfaithful to God and the allegiance previously professed to Him. For a better understanding of James’ multiple use of the word “world” in verse 4, see 1 John 2:15-17. John’s directive in his epistle uses “world” in the same sense as James. Both of these teaching texts sound like words that flowed from the Lord’s lips in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:24). These passages confirm that the Lord is a jealous God, who refuses to share His beloved with another, that is, with the sinful passions of the fallen world (Exodus 20:5; Deuteronomy 5:9). (For an explanation of the possible interpretations of verse 5, consult Clarifying the Text.) Although the human spirit tainted by sin is prone to reject God and others while seeking self-satisfaction, such a nature can be changed by the grace of God. 

Verse 6 emphatically announces the Lord’s hatred of pride. This original sin, more than any other, prohibits the blessings of God from permeating the human soul. However, for those who humbly submit themselves to their Maker, He extends favor and grace that satisfies all cravings of the soul (Philippians 2:3; Hebrews 4:16; 7:25). 

In verse 7 the writer continued this thought with both a positive and negative instruction. On one hand James exhorted his readers to “submit themselves to God”; while doing so, they should also “resist the devil.” These are the first two of ten specific imperatives that James shared in verses 7-9. The two directives in verse 7 may both be read as military terms, in keeping with the imagery of war and conflict introduced in the first part of chapter 4. The word “submit” carries the meaning of being subordinate to a superior officer. The word “resist” suggests the idea of taking a stand against someone or something. 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( MARKER BOARD: From James 4:6, write HE GIVES MORE GRACE on the board. List the various kinds of grace that the Lord bestows upon individuals: (1) Prevenient Grace, grace preceding conversion (Titus 2:11); (2) Saving Grace (Ephesians 2:8, 9); (3) Keeping Grace (Romans 5:2); (4) Sufficient Grace (2 Corinthians 12:7); (5) Dying Grace (2 Timothy 4:6-8); (6) Eternal Grace (Ephesians 2:7).

( HYMN: Share with the class some of the lyrics of the beautiful song “He Giveth More Grace.”

He giveth more grace as our burdens grow greater, 
He sendeth more strength as our labors increase,
To added afflictions He addeth His mercy, to multiplied trials, His multiplied peace.
His love has no limit, His grace has no measure, His power has not boundary known unto men
For out of His infinite riches in Jesus, He giveth, and giveth, and giveth again.

2. By Drawing Close to God

(James 4:8-12) 

COMMENTARY

a. A Clear Command – James 4:8. “Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you. Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify your hearts, ye double minded.” 
James’ sudden mention of the devil in verse 7 of the previous section is surprising until the reader makes the same connection James did, equating the “friendship of the world” (v. 4) with satanic influence. (Note the play on words in verses 6 and 7 – God resists the proud, but Christians are to resist the devil.) The promise that the archenemy would “flee” reminds discerning readers that Satan fled at the end of the wilderness temptations of Jesus (Matthew 4:11; Luke 4:13).

Verse 8 indicates that as the person resisting Satan moves toward God, the Lord will respond and draw near to him. The additional language of cleansing  (“purify your hearts”) was surely understood by the Jewish readers of this epistle, who would have associated these commands with the ceremonial cleansings required by the law. In addition, the description “sinners” and “double minded,” which echoes the “double minded man … unstable in all his ways” of 1:8, is deliberately strongly worded and shows God’s displeasure with those attempting to love Him and worldly pleasures at the same time.   

b. A Mutual Motion – James 4:9, 10. “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up” (v. 10).
In verse 9 James asserted five more imperatives for his readers to follow. The sobering nature of each of these commands indicates the seriousness the writer placed on being near to God. The NIV translates it, “Grieve, mourn, and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom.” All these admonitions are associated with the act of repentance that must occur for a person’s hands and heart to be cleansed before the Lord. Previous pursuits of pleasure may have been marked by carefree laughter, but sinners and double-minded individuals must have sincere sorrow for their sinful actions and attitudes, or they can never be reconciled to God. 

Contemporary Scripture readers should not take verse 9 out of context in attempting to teach that sorrowful traits should be the constant characteristics of Christians. On the contrary, the context reveals that such expressions are necessary in the process of a wayward soul’s return to proper fellowship with the Lord. However, through humility, the lowly one may become the lifted one.

As he did in verse 6, in verse 10 James once again referred to Proverbs 3:34. This text is part of a great collection of biblical literature demonstrating that God exalts those who humble themselves (Matthew 23:12; Luke 14:11; 18:14; Philippians 2:5-11; 1 Peter 5:6).

c. A Lawful Lord – James 4:11, 12. “There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy: who art thou that judgest another?” (v. 12)
Evidently, some of those to whom James was writing had succumbed to the sin of speaking against one another. This necessitated his direct condemnation of such behavior in verse 11. His logic for discouraging this practice is surprising. He indicated that speaking evil against another person is in reality speaking against the Law. It is possible James had in mind the specific command, “Love thy neighbor as thyself” (Leviticus 19:18). His point was that such offenders were setting themselves above the Law. 

This argument would have been especially compelling to James’ Jewish readers. By reminding these believers that only God, the crafter of the Law, is qualified to judge others (v. 12), his closing question actually functioned as a scathing indictment against this practice. This is yet another of the penetrating rhetorical questions typical of James’ writing.

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( MARKER BOARD: Using verse 8 as a guideline, make two columns on the board. At the top of one, write CLEANSE YOUR HANDS, and at the top of the other, write PURIFY YOUR HEARTS. Explain to the class that the hands represent the actual sins committed by individuals. The heart represents the nature or attitudes that produce the acts. This verse is one of many that distinguish between “sins” (plural and personal) and “sin” (singular and universal). Show the class that the hands perform the “deeds,” but the heart produces the “seeds.” The hands produce the “fruit,” but the heart contains the “root.” Emphasize this text showing that cleansing is possible for both. 
( CLARIFICATION: It is a common occurrence in many contemporary churches for sincere believers to “rebuke” the devil. Thus, many Christians frequently exert much time and energy speaking to Satan. However, in the New Testament, Jesus is the only human who ever rebuked the devil. Even when the archangel Michael spoke to Satan, he said, “The Lord rebuke thee” (Jude 9). Emphasize that James did not tell his audience to rebuke the devil, but rather to resist him. 

3. By Putting God First

(James 4:13-17) 

COMMENTARY

a. A Change of Plans – James 4:13, 14. “Go to now, ye that say, To day or to morrow we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain” (v. 13).

The initial phrase “Go to now” (also in 5:1) is unique to James. From the NIV we learn that it means, “Now listen,” and signifies that the writer was about to communicate something he considered to be highly important. 

Verse 13 describes yet another example of the worldly wisdom that James addressed throughout the letter. He directed his attention to a businessman or merchant who had his agenda planned. The well-designed plan included (1) going to a specific city, (2) staying a year there, (3) buying and selling, and (4) making money. While all of this sounded legitimate, it should be noted that there was no room for God in these plans. 

James exposed the fallacy of such worldly thinking in verse 14. Simply put, there is no guarantee of tomorrow. The writer then demonstrated this same argument with yet another rhetorical question, “For what is your life?” He answered his own query by likening the brevity of life to a vapor (or mist) that quickly vanishes after it appears. Like the dew that appears each morning yet is completely gone before noon, so are the days of human existence. James exposed his readers’ naiveté in supposing that they could control what would happen over a year ahead! 

b. A Change of Prayer- James 4:15, 16. “For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this or that” (v. 15).
James quickly moved on to instruction about the proper attitude that should guide the thinking of discerning Christians. Instead of living as if life will always be available, believers should treat every day as a gift of the Lord’s will. The mind-set of “if the Lord will” is akin to the lifestyle Jesus lived and the prayer He prayed in Gethsemane, “Thy will be done” (Matthew 26:42). Those who live without God’s guidance do so in arrogance and the illusion of self-sufficiency. True wisdom recognizes that each day is guaranteed only if God allows it to be lived. 

In verse 16 James indicated that some of his readers had been rejoicing in their boastings; that is, they had been exultant in their successes, presuming they had achieved their accomplishments on their own. He classified such self-aggrandizement as “evil.” Here James sounds like Paul, who contended that the only boasting believers should manifest is that of their own weaknesses and dependence upon God (2 Corinthians 11:30; 12:5, 9).

c. A Change of Practice – James 4:17. “Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin.”
This entire section of the letter reaches its summation, as signaled by the conjunctive adverb “therefore.” Pleading ignorance was not to be an option for these readers; they were taught what is good. The totality of James’ epistle is filled with admonishments to manifest the right behavior. To do otherwise constitutes sin. A sign of spiritual maturity is the recognition and actualization of this truth. Again, this language is comparable with Paul’s warning to the Romans that they were “without excuse” (Romans 1:20; 2:1). 

TEACHING HINTS AND APPLICATION

( ILLUSTRATION: As an example of the attitude James was warning against in verses 13 and 14, read or share with the class Jesus’ story of the rich fool whose extended plans were interrupted by his sudden death (Luke 12:16-21). 

( CORRECTION: The practice of praying, “if it be the Lord’s will,” is a controversial one among some circles today. A line of false teaching somehow suggests that the inclusion of this language demonstrates a lack of faith. On the contrary, the evidence of the New Testament reveals that praying for the Lord’s will was a consistent characteristic of Christian living for the early church (Acts 18:21; 1 Corinthians 4:19; 16:7; Hebrews 6:3). This phrase does not always have to be said, but it does have to be lived.

( AMPLIFICATION: James 4:17 confirms that sins may be classified as either “sins of commission” which are wrongs committed by the offender, or “sins of omission,” which are things we fail to do but know we should. Discuss these differences with the class. 

Closing the Lesson

( REVIEW: In the closing moments of the class, ask the students what from this lesson impacted them the most. Encourage several people to share briefly with short answers. Be prepared to intersperse what you believe were the key points, in case no one mentions them. 

( PRAYER: Conclude with prayer as you ask God to empower every member of the class to exemplify the content of James’ directives for their lives. Pray that each individual will be equipped to live a Christian life distinct from the systems of the world.

Looking Ahead


One final lesson remains from the Epistle of James. Next week our concluding study of this unit examines “How Christians Demonstrate Caring.” The fifth chapter of this letter is replete with examples of and admonitions about believers confessing to one another and praying for one another out of genuine concern. This time together will be a fitting conclusion to the practical teaching of James as he instructs us on what the Christian life should look like.
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