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James 4:1-6 

 

I’ve got a question for you from the history of the Christian church – do you know what that is?  

(pointing to object). 

 

What’s your opinion of religious pictures and statues?  Do you have them in your house?  You 

know, there are some people that really just hate that concept.  They know that God and his Ten 

Commandments said, “I don’t want you to have any idols,” and they read the stories in the Old 

Testament of how easily people’s religious devotion was sucked into statues and idols that would 

represent other gods, so they want nothing to do with it.  So you won’t see any in their homes; 

and even in church art, for instance, like some sanctuaries or some houses of God here in our 

country, they are very, very plain.  They look just like an auditorium or a hotel ballroom or 

something; there’s no visible Christian artwork or sculpture or paintings or wood carving or 

symbolism or any stuff like that.  They just want them very plain, and they want people just to 

concentrate on God’s Word. 

 

On the other hand, there are people who say that that’s nonsense.  They maybe think, “Well, I’m 

kind of A-D-D and I need something to help me concentrate.  I need something to capture my 

attention so it doesn’t wander.  So when I’m praying, if I can look at a picture of Jesus, it helps 

me concentrate.  When I’m worshipping I like looking around me and seeing reminders of Bible 

stories because they make me think of Jesus.”  So you know what?  You could argue that one 

pretty much to the death and nobody’s ever going to resolve that basic sort of tension.  And so 

we have people’s home decorations, your personal taste, and church architecture styles just all 

over the map. 

 

Where this really got ugly was a particular time in church history when in the eastern 

Mediterranean (which was a strongly Christian part of the world at one time, believe it or not)….  

Even though that part of the world is over ninety percent Muslim today, there was a time when it 

was over ninety percent Christian.  In the 700s, a terrible controversy broke out in which a 

subgroup of Christians began to criticize the use of religious pictures, like this one.  They were 

called icons, which is the Greek word for an image or a picture.   

 

Some Christians loved using these as a focus for devotion, and they built them into their 

churches, and they became, as it were, sort of like portals or gateways to focus your 

concentration, so that in a sense they would help you in your prayer life.  Your prayers would go 

through to God and the relationship with your God would be nurtured. 

 

Some people said that is idolatry, and it wasn’t just sort of a matter of some debate, but it began 

to get really ugly, and a power struggle resulted.  The worst of it was when the emperor of the 

eastern part of the kingdom – the eastern half of the Roman Empire, which survived the invasion 

of the barbarians, (called the Byzantine Empire; its capital in Istanbul used to be called 

Constantinople); the emperor in about 726 banned the use of all icons and pictures, and just a 

terrible struggle broke out.  Not just a terrible debate, but people lost their ministries, people 
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were driven into exile.  People were beaten, there was physical violence, churches were looted 

and these beautiful works of art like this were destroyed, all in a claim and an attempt to say they 

were doing it in service to God. 

 

And this controversy lasted for longer than a century, so at a time when we should have been 

evangelizing and spreading the good news of Christ, planting new churches and sharing our faith 

and building a church, the church was destroying itself, clawing at each other over pictures.  And 

today, there are hardly any Christians left as a percentage in the land that is today Turkey. 

 

You might think, “How could we do that?  How is it possible that a bunch of wise, passionate, 

smart, Christian people would claw and tear at each other and chew up and so damage and 

weaken the church, arguing over whether or not you want to have pictures present while you 

pray?”  It just seems so odd, but see, that’s an example, I think, of how Satan works.  He tries to 

take differences between us, and our pride and our deafness make it impossible for us really to 

listen and love one another, so instead we fight.  That’s death to the church.  That’s our Bible 

study for today; let’s dig into the Word. 

 

Our congregation here is basically a big family.  And your family in your home is basically a 

little church.  We’re the same thing, just different in scale, just different in size – isn’t it so?  And 

Satan is going to try to get you to wreck your relationships in your family and here in our 

congregation.   

 

Now the usual way this goes is when you look at the arguments and fights that you’ve been in – 

let’s say in the last two months – it’s clearly because of the other people in your life, isn’t it?  Or 

have YOU had anything to do with any of it?  Hmm.   

 

I want to dig into the Word with you today, and today and the next three Sundays, I’m going to 

be bringing some Bible studies that (unfortunately) I need too, and I’m going to share with you 

my own personal Bible studies and let you listen in while I’m getting tuned up by the Word of 

God, and just maybe God will have some things to say to you, as well.  And I want you to look 

with me at the book of James – I call him the apostle James – he’s an apostle.  He’s a holy 

writer; had been given a message from the Spirit; was Jesus’ half-brother.  He did not believe at 

first, and shamefully came to realize what an idiot he was that his own brother was the Savior of 

the world and he didn’t even recognize it for the longest time. 

 

James speaks to people, mostly Jewish – his book may have very well been the first New 

Testament book to have been written.  He was speaking at a time when almost everybody was 

still Jewish in that first generation, and he generally writes to encourage.  Thirteen times in five 

chapters he says, “My brothers,” or “My dear brothers.”  But I’m afraid to say that our section of 

God’s Word today is going to be some tough love, because he’s going to slap you around a little 

bit – if you let him.  You can run away – in fact, some of you may not want to hear this – I’d 

leave now if I were you because you’ve got some unpleasant self-examination to go through 

right now.  But if you’re willing to let God speak to you through James, he has some things to 

tell us about dysfunctions in the church and in our own families.  And today it’s about factions 

and fighting and divisions.  And here’s what James has to say. 

 

This is in chapter 4 – everybody got the spot?  James 4:1:  “What causes fights and quarrels 

among you?”  Clearly it’s the other people, right?  The ignorant, the grudge-holding, abusive 
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jerks that we all have to live with.  “Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?”  

Notice the little parallel here?  The quarrels among you come from the fighting within you.  In 

other words, you’re just acting out the arguing and conflict within your own heart and your own 

mind.  

 

I personally would like to believe that the conflicts in my own life are the fault of the other 

people because I am just an easygoing, mellow kind of guy; anybody can get along with me, 

right?  This is the point where you nod and say, “Yeah!”  But I’m afraid I can be just as divisive 

a person as you can, and if you really want to know where hard feelings and family quarrels 

come from, just have a look in the mirror when you step out of the shower and you’ll see all of it 

is right there looking back at you.  It’s the woman in the mirror, the man in the mirror.  We are 

part of this conspiracy of starting and continuing conflict.  It’s not just other people, it’s us too. 

 

I don’t even have to ask is there conflict in your life – I know there’s conflict in your life!  

There’s conflict in everybody’s life.  The question is:  where does it come from? 

 

Now, the obvious answer is, “It’s the other people in my life.”  It is so easy to see the flaws and 

failings in other people, isn’t it?  It’s so easy to see sin in other people, to know when you’ve 

been a victim of neglect and cruelty by other people – sometimes unintentional; sometimes we 

suspect intentional.  But the apostle James will not let you off the hook that easily.  

 

If all the conflict in the world is always the responsibility of other people, then nobody ever did 

anything.  James gets right in your face and tells you some rather blunt things in James 4.  Here’s 

what he says:   

 

“What causes the fights and quarrels among you?”  He will not let you get away with saying it’s 

the other people.  “Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?  You want 

something but don’t get it.  You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.” 

 

Wow!  Whoa, that is some pretty hard talk, isn’t it?  But he means every word of it.  This is 

called God’s law and it cuts deep; it strikes right at the heart of the fact that inside each of us is a 

beast – self-centered, self-absorbed, selfish, always thinking just about me.  And it’s so easy as a 

result to blame other people when things break down but James says, “Take a look in the mirror 

if you want to see where conflict in your life comes from.  Look, for instance, at your own 

covetous desires.”  Coveting is bad wanting.  Wanting in and of itself isn’t a bad thing, but 

coveting is bad wanting.  Wanting something, for instance, bad enough to steal it.  Wanting 

something so badly, for instance, that you hate who you are and what you’ve got.  Like, “I’m 

nothing; I’ve got nothing.  If only I could be him,” or, “If only I could be her,” or, “If only I had 

that because God hasn’t given me very much.  I’ve been cheated.”  And if you envy…if your 

desires lead you to envy, then that’s coveting.  If you want something that permanently belongs 

to somebody else, like a spouse, that’s coveting. That’s the source of those evil desires.  That’s 

why there are relationship breakdowns; that’s why there’s conflict. 

 

James says, “You kill and covet,” and you want to say, “Whoa, whoa, whoa!  I’ve never killed 

anybody.”  Well, realize that this is “kill” in its broadest possible sense.  Jesus himself said that 

when you hate your brother you are killing him.  In other words, in its broadest sense, you are 

taking somebody’s life, you are diminishing someone else’s life every time that you hate or 

attack or hurt or kill someone and it is not merely using a knife or a gun on somebody.  But when 
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you turn the inner hatred of your heart on somebody, Jesus said you’re just as bad as a murderer, 

and James uses that language to get your attention, and mine. 

 

“You kill and covet, but you can’t have what you want,” and so, “you quarrel and fight.  You do 

not have because you do not ask God.  And when you do ask, you do not receive, because you 

ask with the wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” 

 

You know, everything is connected.  I think women are a little quicker to figure this out than 

men, but on behalf of all males I’ve got to admit that we have waffle brains that often act as 

though this little world is over here and this little world is here; here’s my work world, here’s my 

play world, here’s my family world, here’s my church world, here’s the world of my extended 

family, here’s my past.  None of these things touch each other; they live in their own little 

worlds.  And James is saying that what is going on in one part of your life will reach over and 

affect what’s going on in other parts of your life.  

 

When we are quarreling and fighting with somebody else, when there’s static and hostility, it’s 

going to bleed over and affect our relationship with God, too, and take a toll on our prayer life. 

 

Now, I like it when James calls me “brothers,” and “dear brothers,” but look at what he calls you 

and me in verse 4:  “You adulterous people.”  Ouch!  He’s talking to the believers.  Do you need 

a tune-up like this?  This hurts me a little bit; I don’t want to commit adultery.  He’s calling me a 

whore.  Ouch!  “Don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God?”  If you’re 

fighting with someone steady; if you have ongoing conflict in your church or in your family, 

you’re worshipping something other than God.  He’s the Prince of Peace and you’re worshipping 

a prince of war and a prince of hate.  Anything you are in love with more than God becomes 

your lover, and God views that as betrayal, as spiritual adultery, and we’ve got to hang our heads 

and let him say that stuff.  Ouch!  “Don’t you know friendship with the world is hatred toward 

God?  If you choose to be a friend to the world it makes you an enemy of God.”  He’s shaking 

you until your teeth rattle.  It’s not just other people who cause conflict.  Look in the mirror.   

 

“Do you think the Scripture speaks without reason?”  In other words, the Bible has warned you 

about conflict, about envy, about grudge-holding, about nursing a spirit of bitterness in your 

heart, of complaining against God who’s cheated you in life, resenting other people’s success 

instead of clapping and cheering for them.   

 

“Do you think Scripture speaks without reason?  Does the spirit he caused to live within us tend 

toward envy?”  In other words, you’re better than that!  The spirit who came to live in you when 

the Word of God or baptism – whichever came first – converted you is not full of envy but is full 

of building up.  The church word for that is “edifying,” but I don’t use that word because nobody 

knows what it means.  I think “building up” is a better word.  The spirit who lives in you leads 

toward building up, not tearing down.  So we’re being untrue to our new Christian nature if we 

allow and add to conflict with people in our lives.  And God just does not want to hear your 

justifications, like “it’s all their fault; they're the problem.  It’s them, them, them.”  He’s saying, 

“No, it takes two to fight.  I want you to be brokers of my gifts toward you.  You’re forgetting 

what I have done for you.”   

 

God gives us more grace.  It’s why the Scripture says – here’s a quote from Proverbs – “God 

opposes the proud,” but what does he do?  “He gives grace to the humble.”  Grace is God’s 
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unconditional love, no strings attached.  It’s a bleeding, dying, Savior Jesus on Calvary who two 

millennia before you ever sucked your first breath had already pre-died to pre-forgive the sins 

that you haven’t even committed yet.  That’s what grace is, where he gives it away; he gives the 

store away first, regardless of whether you know it or even believe it.  And it’s the mercy that 

changes your foolish, stubborn heart to become a believer.  And it’s grace that continues to 

transform us because we’re works in progress.  Although you’ve been justified and stand clean 

before God one hundred percent, forgiven and clean, the living out of the implications of our 

new identity are a work in progress.  We’ll be working on that as long as we live. 

 

And you’re still partly a mess but see, here’s the beauty:  God knows that and he likes you 

anyway.  Isn’t that cool?  He said, “But don’t mistake where conflict comes from; you’re part of 

it.”  Humble yourself because God gives grace to the humble.  Acknowledge the bitter things you 

are nursing in your heart.  The anger you have toward people who may have sinned against you.  

That’s why when God makes you – not makes you – when he invites you to say the Lord’s 

Prayer over and over, he put in the hard one about forgiving those who sin against you.  He 

makes you say that over and over, because we don’t want to do it and need practice at it.   

 

And I invite you right now to take inventory of your own heart.  What kind of trash are you 

allowing to pile up inside right now?  With whom are you angry right now?  Whom do you 

resent?  Whom do you envy?  Who’s got more than you, which is so unfair?  Who has what you 

want and you can’t get it?  What is it, money?  A trophy boyfriend or girlfriend?  A steady, 

stable job with an actual check every two weeks?  Boy, some of you would shoot off a toe to 

have a job again, wouldn’t you?  What is it that you want?  Are you in tune with your wants?  

What do you want that you’re not getting?  Be careful of those desires.  Satan stokes it.  We live 

in an age of constant advertising, which makes you feel like you have a right to get what you 

want.  You’re entitled to have it, and you want it and want and want.  Be careful because that’s a 

relationship destroyer. 

 

Jesus invites you to believe in him and to be like him.  He came to this world to be a servant, to 

be a slave.  The Bible says, “He emptied himself.”  Took on not only our human nature, but a 

humble human nature – a form of a servant – and he did not flinch for being willing to die for 

you.  And he did that for several important reasons.  The first is so that you might be forgiven of 

your sins.  We worship a servant Savior, a humble King.  But he did that also so that you might 

be brokers and sharers of his mercy.  The Prince of Peace calls you to be assistant princesses and 

princes of peace.   

 

Are you a princess of peace or are you a gossiper?  Are you a princess of peace or are you 

nurturing resentments and angers that go back many, many years?  Are you going back into the 

Carter administration, or are you nursing some angers that go back to Eisenhower?  Are you a 

prince of peace or do you avoid certain people you just can’t stand and run away?  Are you able 

to let go?  Here is something else you need to know – grace does two things for you.  It not only 

breaks the guilt of your sin, it breaks the power of it, also, and you’re no longer a slave to those 

angry desires inside of you that cause conflict that destroy relationships in your home and in your 

church.  And for the healing of the church, humble yourself.  Don’t say, “Yeah, she ought to 

humble herself.”  Let God take care of her in his own time.  You take care of your own business.  

It’s one of the secrets of marriage, that instead of waiting for someone else to change when 

there’s an impasse, you go first.  And your hero for that of course is Jesus, who didn’t wait for 
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you to clean yourself up first and approach him – no, he came for you.  While we were yet 

sinners, Christ died for us.   

 

And now, to the humble, God gives grace – more and more, over and over.  And I invite you 

now, along with me, to go through some self-examination and to claim the power of grace to 

break the feeling that, “I have to be like this; I cannot change.”  Yes, I can, “for I can do all 

things through him who gives me strength.”  Take inventory right now about who you are angry 

with.  Where are there resentments and hatreds in your heart right now?  What kind of grudges 

are you holding?  What kind of bitter words have you been saying about other people?  And I 

invite you to become an assistant prince and princess of peace, both for your family and for our 

congregation.  For the healing of our families, but even more for the healing of the church, to 

claim God’s promise that he gives grace to the humble so that we build a reputation of being 

happiness-spreaders, and we learn the skill of clapping and cheering for somebody who’s got 

more than we do.  Instead of saying, “Man, I wish I could play guitar like that guy,” clap and 

cheer for him.  “Man, I wish I had her money,” clap and cheer for her.  Rejoice that she doesn’t 

have to struggle to know where her next loaf of bread is going to come from.  “Man, I wish I was 

as smart as her,” clap and cheer that here is somebody that God is going to use with a sharp 

mind.  “Lord, may you use her well for your business.”  But also to take inventory and realize, “I 

am blessed; I am gifted.  There is no reason why I have to take up my insecurities on somebody 

else around me.  I am blessed by God, and I have no reason to complain or badmouth my God or 

anybody else.  I am a walking miracle of God’s patience, and it will thrill me to be as kind to the 

other fools and sinners around me as God has been kind and patient with me.” 

 

Well, that’s the work I’ve charted out for myself this week.  So everyone who’s willing to do that 

with me say, “Amen,” right now.  [Amen].  All right, you promised. 

 

I’d like to pray with you today.  As we ponder James’ words, let’s take them to heart personally, 

ourselves. 

 

“Dear Lord, please accept our sorrow and repentance for all the times in our lives when we have 

been proud and arrogant in heart.  Let your spirit break down that pride, and create in its place an 

attitude of humility.  Not only humility before you, but a humble voice and a soft voice and a 

humble heart as we interact with the people around us.  Let us be peacemakers in your world.  In 

Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.” 

 

For Time of Grace, I’m Pastor Mark Jeske, reminding you that every day is a day of God’s grace 

for you. 

 

 




