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Relying on God * James 4:1-10 

June 3, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

The question at the heart of this morning’s passage is really quite straightforward – what is the primary 

motivator in your life – God’s will or your desires? 

 

When you make financial decisions, what is the bottom line motivator?  God’s will or your desires? 

When you decide what media to consume, what is the deciding factor?  God’s will or your desires? 

When you think about how you use your retirement years, what has the bigger influence?  God’s will or 

your desires? 

 

Now don’t get me wrong – God’s will and our desires are not mutually exclusive – in fact, Psalm 37:4 

tells us that when we make God Himself the primary focus of our lives, then He delights to give us what 

our God-oriented hearts desire.  

 

4 Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart (Psa 37:4 NIV). 

 

The problem though is that our hearts are not always God-oriented, are they?  The world around us has 

a significant influence on us and it’s that worldly influence that often shapes our desires.  The life giving 

desires that come from a godly heart give way to strong and unhealthy cravings that are shaped more by 

the world than by God (Blomberg, 188).   

 

And that’s a problem, James says.  That’s a problem if a believer is driven more by those worldly cravings 

than by the will of God.   

 

Here in James 4, James takes up the issue and helps us to think about God’s will and our desires.  He lays 

out for us the relational problem of being driven by our own desires, the spiritual problem of being 

driven by our own desires and the gracious alternative to being driven by our own desires, so let’s get 

into that following that outline.  The relational problem, the spiritual problem and the gracious 

alternative.   

 

So James 4, verse 1, James addresses the relational problem and in a word – it’s conflict.  When we are 

motivated more by our own worldly desires than by the will of God, we often run into conflict with other 

people.   

 

Verse 1 - What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle 

within you? 

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

quarrel and fight. 

 

James is showing us the relational problem of being driven by our own desires – conflict.  When we are 

driven by worldly desires, it is all too easy to chase after those desires without any thought to how other 

people will be effected.  If I want power, I’m going for it, no matter who I have to climb over.  If I want 
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influence, I’m going for it, no matter who I have to climb over.  If I want cash, I’m going for it, no matter 

the cost. 

 

And that leads to conflict – with people who want the same thing as you, or with the people you have 

ignored or abused to get it.   

 

I try to steer clear of politics when I’m preaching, but I have to say that this is what’s going on in our 

Ontario election.  Everybody wants power, and they are willing to say whatever it takes to make the 

other candidates look like trash.  This is what has given rise to attack ad politics. 

 

Alec Motyer puts it quite vividly - All our desires and passions are like an armed camp within us, ready at 

a moment’s notice to declare war against anyone who stands in the way of some personal gratification 

on which we have set our hearts (142).  Can you identify with that?  

 

And the most tragic part of all, James says, is that if our hearts were truly satisfied in God, He would 

probably delight to give us that thing, assuming it lines up with His values.  Verse 2 continues -  

 

 You do not have, because you do not ask God. 

 

How many times have you wanted something for yourself, and done all you could to get it, and then sat 

back and realized, ‘wait, all this time, I haven’t once asked God what He thinks about it.’  I’m pretty sure 

that’s how I pursued a couple of relationships with pretty girls back in my early college days – I’d try to 

make something work in my own strength and then when it went nowhere, I’d realize – wait, never 

once did I ask God for His input in this.  Now, with Julie of course, I was asking God all the way, so I think 

it’s safe to say that I was relied entirely on God, He gave me the desire of my heart.   (Awwwww).   

 

‘Well great,’ someone might say, ‘I’m glad it worked out for you and Julie, but I’ve been praying too and 

God hasn’t been answering my prayer.  What gives?’  And James says, verse 3 -  

 

 3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what 

you get on your pleasures (Jam 4:1-3 NIV). 

 

It all comes back to those desires.  If you are motivated by your own desires, and you ask God for what 

you desire, that sounds pious, but you’re still treating God like a vending machine.  ‘God, this is what I 

want, and I want YOU to give it to me.’  That’s not the kind of prayer that God answers.  And sadly, when 

God doesn’t answer that prayer, then the instinct is to go back to trying to get it ourselves, which leads 

to quarrels and fighting and conflict.   

 

That’s the relational problem with being motivated by our own desires – we run into conflict with 

others.   

 

 But on top of that, there’s also a spiritual problem.  When we allow our worldly desires to direct our 

behaviour, we make ourselves enemies of God. 
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Look at verse 4.   

 

4 You adulterous people (boy James, tell us what you really think!), 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.  5 Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies 

intensely? (Jam 4:4-5 NIV).   

 

When we delight ourselves in God, He delights to give us our hearts desires. 

But, when we seek delight in worldly pleasures, we set ourselves in opposition to God.   

 

Well why is that?  To answer that, we need to remember that James is talking to believers here.  James 

is talking to people here who have experienced the life-changing love of God.  He has lavished His love 

upon them, gave them purpose and meaning and partnership in Kingdom work in the world, they have 

already tasted and seen the infinite goodness of God.   

 

To then pursue worldly desires then is to spit in the face of the God who has loved you. 

 

That’s why it talks about the spirit being envious for us and yearning after us – God intends to pour out 

every blessing in our lives; He anticipates that we will love Him exclusively in return.   

 

The same thing is true of marriage relationships – when Julie and I committed ourselves to one another, 

we committed ourselves to loving each other eternally and exclusively.  We both have the expectation 

that neither of us will then go off with another person.   

 

That describes our relationship with God.   

 

And as surely as the wife of a husband who had an affair would be righteously angry, God is righteously 

angry when HIS people turn their back on Him.  That’s why James uses that big word – you adulterous 

people.   

 

Alec Motyer writes: We must not … deceive ourselves into thinking that we can live in intimate 

fellowship with him when the [the direction of our hearts is set] set of our hearts (whoever wishes) is 

towards the world (147). 

 

When we are driven by worldly desires, we make ourselves enemies, adulterers towards God.   

 

Now listen – that’s a problem.   

 

Imagine how angry that wife would be at her husband.  Now imagine how God would feel.  If we have 

received Him in our lives, then we are forgiven, redeemed, embraced with open arms as sons and 

daughters.  When we turn our back on all of that to pursue our own worldly desires, He would have 

every right to blow His top and pour out wrath.   

 

And yet… what does James say?  Verse 6. 
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He gives more grace.   

 

What comfort there is in this verse! It tells us that God is tirelessly on our side. He never falters in 

respect of our needs, he always has more grace at hand for us. He is never less than sufficient, he always 

has more and yet more to give. Whatever we may forfeit when we put self first, we cannot forfeit our 

salvation, for there is always more grace. No matter what we do to him, he is never beaten. We may 

play false to the grace of election, contradict the grace of reconciliation, overlook the grace of 

indwelling—but he gives more grace. Even if we were to turn to him and say, ‘What I have received so 

far is much less than enough’, he would reply, ‘Well, you may have more’. His resources are never at an 

end, his patience is never exhausted, his initiative never stops, his generosity knows no limit: he gives 

more grace. 

 

Motyer, J. Alec. The Message of James (The Bible Speaks Today Series) (p. 150). InterVarsity Press. Kindle 

Edition. 

 

What amazing grace.  What a generous God.   

 

I’ll be honest – this was a hard week for me because this passage took an xray of my heart and I didn’t 

like everything I saw.  You might be sitting here realizing ‘that thing I did this week – that totally came 

from my own selfish desire and ran counter to the faithful love of God’ and it would be very easy to 

despair.  But look what hope James has built into this passage. 

 

He gives more grace.   

 

I’ve heard God’s grace compared to Niagara Falls –  

There’s enough there to cover my sin – but it just keeps coming.   

There’s enough there to cover your sin – but it just keeps coming.   

There’s enough there to cover my past sin and my future sin and it just keeps coming.   

There is enough grace in God for you to say ‘I’ve lived my whole life seeking only my own pleasure and 

wanting nothing to do with you God but I know I need You.’  There is grace for you.   

 

How do we receive it? 

 

Well, that’s tucked into verse 6 – ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.’  That’s the 

gracious alternative to being driven by worldly desires – humbling ourselves before God to receive His 

grace.  We dare not presume upon His grace or take it for granted.  Instead, verse 7 –  

 

7 Submit yourselves, then, to God.  

 

Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 

 8 Come near to God and he will come near to you.  

Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.  
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(The NLT is bang on here - purify your hearts, for your loyalty is divided between God and the world. 

(Jam 4:8 NLT). 

 

 9 Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 

 

Look, James is not saying – pull a Monty Python and get busy grovelling – they were right – God can’t 

stand grovelling if you think it’s a replacement for actual life change.  So James IS saying - recognize that 

your sin IS reason to mourn.  Any time that we put our own worldly desires before God’s purposes, we 

are guilty of infidelity to the most loving Father we could even imagine and that IS reason to mourn.  

That IS reason to pause from all the distractions of this world and realize how much we need God’s 

forgiveness.  And so James tells us -  

 

 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up (James 4:7-10 NIV). 

 

Get yourself in a place where you are totally dependent upon God, letting go of pride and selfish 

ambition and embracing what God gives – and let Him lift you up.   

 

That’s the gracious alternative to chasing after our own desires – letting God call the shots and allowing 

Him to raise us up in His good time.   

 

You know, there’s a tremendous irony at play here.  Pursuing our own desires will never get us the glory 

that God gives when we give ourselves humbly to Him.  Do you see that?  Pursuing our own desires will 

never get us the glory that God Himself gives when we give ourselves humbly to Him.   

 

When we chase after our own worldly desires – we want power or popularity or authority or satisfaction 

and we do whatever it takes to get it – we are apt to run into relational conflict and we definitely make 

ourselves enemies of God.  We might succeed in securing for ourselves a degree of glory, but that will 

always pale in comparison to the honour that God gives.   

 

Because who are the sorts of people that God opposes?  The proud.  The people who think they can do 

it all in their own strength.  The people who think they have no need for Him.  He opposes them.  But He 

lifts us all those who humble themselves before Him.  When we come to God and I say ‘I have nothing 

but a desire to live for you’ then God turns on the floodgates of grace and He lifts us up with purpose 

and value and glory.   

 

I saw all of this at play in Ben’s life this week – he came home and reported that while he was waiting in 

line to pick up his agenda, some other student butted in line and said ‘Get out of my way – I’m more 

important than you – my life is more important than yours.’   

 

Now we talked about how untrue that was and Ben rightly identified that that student was using their 

words as horseradish rather than as honeycombs – frankly, I would suggest that that student was using 

their words as something else a horse does… 
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But let’s run it through what James has just said.  The student was pursuing a worldly desire.  I want to 

feel special… that I’m important.  And so she cut Ben down to make herself feel good.  Now I’m 

tremendously proud of Ben that he didn’t sock her right there – the roots of conflict were certainly 

there.  So that other student got a taste of the glory that she wanted, but man, what a tarnished glory.  

Right?  Everybody else in the class is like ‘what an airhead.’  All of us are probably thinking, ‘what were 

they thinking.’  And yet that’s what we look like when we allow our own worldly desires to drive us.   

 

On the other hand though, when we humble ourselves before God, and allow HIM to dole out value and 

glory, He will lift us up, in this life and eternally in next.   

 

 Come near to God and He will come near to you. 

4 Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart (Psa 37:4 NIV). 

Humble yourselves before the Lord and He will lift you up.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart (Psalm 37:4). 


