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“Submit yourselves, then, to God.”

Thank God for our study of the book of James. Thank God for teaching us practical faith through this study. Last week, in chapter three, we learned how to tame our tongues. We learned our tongues are like wild beasts that are controlled by the fires of hell. This is because we posses only earthly wisdom. We also learned the only way to control our tongues is by the help of God. We learned to pray for wisdom from heaven so that we can control our tongues and use them to praise God and to bring others to God. May God bless us with wisdom from heaven in everything we do. 

This week we are looking at James chapter 4. In each chapter, James has two main lessons. In this chapter, in verses 1-12, James teaches us both the why and the how of submitting ourselves to God. In verses 13-17, James teaches us to do the good we know we ought to do. We learn from chapter 4 that Man is very proud. To overcome our pride, we must submit ourselves to God and do His will. May God bless us through this study. 

PART I Come Near to God and He Will Come Near to You (1-12)

Let’s read verse 1. “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” What prompted James to ask this question about fights and quarrels among the Jewish believers? It must have been because James was hearing reports of fights and quarrels among the house churches that were scattered among the many nations. Precisely what they were fighting over is not clear. We can infer from the following verses that it had to do with money and their ability to afford things which gave them pleasure. 

Considering the situation the Jewish believers were in at this time, it is amazing they had time to fight amongst themselves. Remember why they were scattered among the many nations. They were facing dire persecution. They had left Judea as a life and death matter. How dare they fight and quarrel amongst themselves? They had no luxury to do so! Yet it is this very thing that churches have done throughout all its history. The quarrels among the churches have been for different reasons—sometimes for doctrine but sometimes for very selfish things. It has been these quarrels that have divided the church of Jesus Christ into so many denominations. No matter what the quarrels have been about, they have been damaging to the church and to the work of God. We should remember who we are and why we are here. We should honor God and not fight and quarrel amongst our brothers and sisters in Christ. There is too much work to do!

James tells us in verse 1b the true cause of their fighting. When two people quarrel, both sides feel they are in the right. They both think their cause is noble. But the real reason these people were quarreling was because of their inner sinful desires. Verses 2 and 3 tell us that what they wanted, whatever it was, they wanted very badly. “You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”  

As usual, we are our own worst enemy. It is what is inside us, our desires, that makes us to kill and covet. Yet with all of this misery, we don’t get what we want. We don’t get what we want because we do not ask God. Why don’t people ask God, but instead fight and quarrel and covet and kill? Because they are proud. They do not see or accept the sovereignty of God in their lives. They do not accept that everything comes from God, including their very lives. They do not accept that they themselves belong to God. 

According to these verses, Man has two problems. The first is that they do not ask God for what they want. The second is the problem of wrong motives. What are wrong motives? Verse 3b tells us, “that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” Hedonism and living a pleasuring-seeking life are wrong motives to ask for things. That is what James’ readers were guilty of. So what are the right motives? It must be the opposite. If spending for our own pleasure is the wrong motive, the right one must be to use our wealth and resources for God. Does this mean giving all our income and possessions to the church? Of course not. It does mean to have God in our hearts when we make even financial decisions. Our wealth comes from God. It is His, which He has entrusted to us. We should use it wisely. 

Let’s read verses 4 and 5. “You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely?” What was the adultery James accused his readers of? It was friendship with the world while at the same time claiming to belong to God. 

What is friendship with the world? Here it means looking to the things of this world, seeking one’s own pleasure. We cannot be friends with the world and be God’s people at the same time. We do not belong to the world. When Jesus prayed before he went to the cross in John’s gospel, he prayed for his disciples, “I have given them your word, and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world.” (Jn 17:14). They did not belong to the world, but to God. As Christians, we too belong to God, and not to this world. When we try to make friends with the world, we turn our backs to God. Jesus is not of this world and God is not of this world. We cannot be friends with both God and the world. But God is not asking us to turn our backs on the world. He put us in the world for a purpose. And he wants us to live in this world as a part of it. But we are not to turn our back on God when we do. What this means is that our relationships with those of this world should thus be based on the gospel of Jesus Christ. We must not compromise with the world as we live as Christian pilgrims in this world. If we compromise with the world and turn our backs on God, it is hatred toward God. 

Why then do people try to be friends with this world and be one of God’s people at the same time? James says it is because they have a mistaken notion of the Scripture that tells us that God’s spirit envies intensely. God is a jealous God. He wants to be first in our hearts, not second to anything. The Bible is very clear on that in Exodus (Ex 20:5). Let us not be mistaken, God expects to be first and above all else in our hearts. 

What is God’s solution for our pride that keeps us from coming to Him and putting our trust in Him? Let’s read verse 6. “But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’” He gives us more grace. God’s abundant grace overcomes man’s envy and pride. God’s grace overcomes everything. Sin is nothing in the face of God’s grace. God’s grace is the only way we can be saved. How is God’s grace the solution to the adultery of the people? We are sinful people. We cannot but be adulterous. Even when we try to be friends with God, we long to be friends with the world as well. Even the best of us sins. The only solution to this is God. He could either destroy us because of our adultery or He could save us by His grace. We are saved only by God’s grace. What is God’s grace here? It is the bringing of us to Him in the midst of our adultery with the world. Thank God for His abundant grace which He gives to the humble. 

But while we are rejoicing in God’s grace to us, let us not forget that God “opposes the proud.” To receive God’s grace, we should humble ourselves before Him. How do we do this? Let’s read verse 7a. “Submit yourselves, then, to God.” The humbling of ourselves has to do with submission to God. James has been talking about pride. This is the cause of our adultery to God. Man doesn’t want to submit to anyone but himself. Man wants to be his own master. 

Practically speaking, how can we submit ourselves to God? We cannot just turn our backs to the world. We must live in it. But we can stand on God’s side while we do live in this world. We can and should pray for God’s wisdom for how to live in this world while at the same time not abandon Him. We can and should pray that God be with us in everything—including our relationships with non-believers. And we can allow God to come near to us. 

In verses 7b-10 are several ways we can submit ourselves to God. Let’s read these verses. “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.” We are told in Genesis chapter 4 that we can resist the devil (Gen 4:7). And Peter tells us, “Be self controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.” We resist the devil by recognizing sin in us and praying for strength to resist him and the temptations he brings. 

We can come near to God, and when we do, He will come near to us. But we must allow Him to come near to us. We can, in other words, prepare ourselves for God’s coming near to us. We can do this by washing our sinful hands and purifying our hearts; by grieving, mourning and wailing. I think James is talking here about true, heart-felt repentance; circumcising our hearts and preparing ourselves to receive Him with much prayer. The changing our laughter to mourning and our joy to gloom is the humbling of ourselves in order that God may lift us up. What all this means is simply surrendering to God, naked and alone. What will He do when we do this? He will come near to us and He will lift us up.

Verses 11 and 12 say, “Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who are you to judge your neighbors?” Not only are we to humble ourselves to God through our attitude toward Him, but we also humble ourselves to God through our relationships with our brothers. The Bible tells us in several places that we should love our brothers and sisters in Christ. The slandering of a brother or sister is equivalent to judging them. And judging a person is the same thing as judging the law. What is wrong with judging the law? When we judge the law we cannot keep it, but we sit in judgment on it. Since the law came from God, it is as if we were judging God Himself. There is only one Lawgiver and one Judge—God Himself. 

PART II Know the Good We Ought to Do… And Do It (13-17)

Verses 13 and 14 say, “Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’ Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” What kind of person makes the statement in verse 13? Those who do not have God. They want to live the way they want. They are proud and adulterous toward God. They want to be their own God. They do not fear God and do not see His sovereignty in their lives. They do not seek to do His will because they want to do only their own will. There is no higher power to them. What is the folly of this? Jesus told a parable once, concluding, “But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’” (Lk12:20) God can take a person anytime and anywhere He wants. Even if we do not think we are submitting to God, we submit to Him, because He is sovereign over all things. What do we learn here? We learn to submit ourselves to God; to get rid of our pride and know that He is the sovereign over our lives. 

Let’s read verses 15-17. “Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’ As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.”  What is the difference between the statement in verse 15 and the one in verse 13? The difference is the recognition of God in verse 15. It is the recognition that our lives belong to God and we are entirely in His hands. It is the submitting to the will of God in all things, even to the time of our death. Anything else; anything short of complete reliance and surrender to God, is nothing but boasting and bragging.  What is wrong with boasting and bragging? All such boasting is evil. 

What do we learn from these verses? We cannot do what we know we should because we are sinners. But our hearts can be on the right path. And when we sin, we come to God. And we learn to put ourselves in His hands, and to pray for God’s will to be done. We learn complete surrender to God. As Jesus prayed, “Not my will, but yours be done.” Amen. 

