
	
August	31,	2016	 Pastor	Keith	Lewis	
Lesson	9	—	Real	Faith:	Real	Faith	Rejects	Worldliness	(4:1-5:6),	Part	1	

INTRODUCTION	

Throughout	his	book,	James	depicts	two	very	different	ways	to	live,	and	
we	could	trace	them	this	way.	

• In	chapter	3,	James	had	distinguished	two	completely	different	
starting	 points	 for	 people—heavenly	 wisdom	 granted	 through	
the	gospel	of	Christ	or	selfish	wisdom	energized	by	hell	itself.	

• In	 chapter	 4,	 James	 contrasts	 two	 very	 different	 resulting	
approaches	to	daily	living.	

• While	 James	doesn’t	 take	a	 lot	of	 time	 to	deal	with	 it,	 he	also	
assumes	that	these	two	starting	points	and	life	trajectories	will	
conclude	in	two	very	different	results—destruction	or	blessing.	

I	 always	 had	 a	 very	 different	 approach	 to	 Finals	 Week	 than	 most	
academically-geared	college/graduate	students.	I	talked	like	I	was	going	
to	spend	many	hours	 in	preparation	for	each	final,	but	 I	usually	ended	
up	 hanging	 out	 with	 friends	 or	 playing	 basketball	 and	 cramming	 the	
night	before	or	morning	of	for	each	final.	I	professed	one	approach,	but	
certainly	 practiced	 another.	 Now,	 I	 had	 the	 same	 starting	 point	 as	
others—my	goal	was	to	succeed	by	not	only	passing	the	class,	but	also	
excelling	in	it—and	sometimes	I	ended	up	by	God’s	grace	with	the	same	
result;	but	my	approach	to	each	final	was	certainly	deficient.	

In	many	ways,	 that	 Finals	Week	 scenario	 illustrates	 the	 larger	 issue	of	
“life.”	When	it	comes	to	living,	we	have	a	starting	point	(i.e.,	worldview,	
life	 philosophy,	 presuppositions)	 that	 drive	 us;	 those	 realities,	 then,	
compel	 us	 to	 approach	 life	 a	 certain	 way	 in	 our	 choices,	 conduct,	
interactions,	 and	 plans;	 inevitably,	 we	 deal	 with	 the	 results	 of	 these	
choices.	Now,	 you	 can	 see	where	 the	 illustration	 breaks	 down:	 during	

Finals	 Week,	 I	 had	 the	 same	 starting	 point	 and	 results,	 at	 times,	 as	
others;	 I	 just	 had	 a	 different	 approach.	 From	 James’	 proverbial	
perspective	Starting	Point	A	produces	Life	Approach	A	which	concludes	
with	 Result	 A;	 meanwhile,	 Starting	 Point	 B	 produces	 Life	 Approach	 B	
which	concludes	with	Result	B—the	two	never	crisscross	or	intersect.	If	
that	 was	 true	 of	 Finals	 Week,	 my	 approach	 would	 have	 inevitably	
resulted	in	failure.	Fortunately,	God	was	gracious!	Nonetheless,	life	is	a	
bit	more	serious	than	Finals	Week.	My	starting	point	(cf.	James	3:13-18)	
will	be	fleshed	out	in	a	particular	approach	to	life	issues	(cf.	James	4:1-
5:6),	which	will	earn	certain	consequences.	

James’	message,	 then,	 is	 really	 important!	What’s	 your	 starting	point?	
What’s	your	life	approach?	What	consequence	are	you	earning?	And	as	
you	answer	those	questions,	remember:	James	demands	that	our	actual	
practice	backs	up	what	we	profess.	

Indeed,	in	James	1:26-27,	Pastor	James	counseled	us	that	true	or	“pure”	
religion	(or	real	faith)	is	not	discovered	in	what	one	says	or	thinks,	but	in	
how	he/she	 lives.	So,	he	provided	 three	 lifestyle	characteristics	of	 real	
faith:	

• to	“bridle	his	tongue”	à	dealt	with	in	chapter	3	

• “to	visit	orphans	and	widows	in	their	affliction”	à	dealt	with	in	
chapter	2	

• “to	 keep	 oneself	 unstained	 from	 the	 world”	à	 dealt	 with	 in	
chapter	4	

In	 this	 lesson,	we	 turn	 to	 James	4	and	 take	a	 look	at	 that	 last	 lifestyle	
characteristic,	and	in	doing	so,	we	will	really	contrast	the	starting	point,	
life	approach,	and	result	of	worldliness	with	that	of	real	faith.	

Our	key	verse	is	James	4:4—“You	adulterous	people!	Do	you	not	know	
that	 friendship	with	the	world	 is	enmity	with	God?	Therefore	whoever	
wishes	 to	 be	 a	 friend	 of	 the	world	makes	 himself	 an	 enemy	 of	 God.”	
Clearly,	 this	 is	 a	 classic	 New	 Testament	 passage	 dealing	 with	 the	
debated	concept	of	“worldliness.”	Several	lessons	immediately	jump	off	
the	page.	

• The	 seriousness	 of	 “worldliness”	 —	(1)	 You	 commit	 adultery	
against	God	(v.	4a).	(2)	You	become	an	enemy	of	God	(v.	4b).	



• The	description	of	“worldliness”	

o The	Greek	word	for	“world”	here	refers	to	“the	system	
of	 human	 existence	 in	 its	 many	 aspect” 1 	(cf.	 1	
Corinthians	 7:31).	 Another	 lexicon	 defines	 it	 as	 “the	
system	 of	 practices	 and	 standards	 associated	 with	
secular	society.”2	A	fundamental	aspect	to	 its	system	is	
rejection	of	and	opposition	to	God	(cf.	John	1:10;	8:23;	
14:17;	 15:18;	 17:14;	 1	 Corinthians	 2:12;	 3:19;	 5:10),	
because	 it	 is	 ruled	by	 the	arch-enemy	himself	 (cf.	 John	
12:31;	 14:30;	 16:11;	 1	 John	 4:4;	 5:19;	 Ephesians	 2:2).	
Specifically,	John	identifies	some	key	tenants	of	its	anti-
God	ideology	as	materialism,	pleasure,	and	power	(cf.	1	
John	2:16).	 Indeed,	 it	 is	opposite	 from	and	opposed	 to	
the	one	who	“does	the	will	of	God”	(v.	17).	

o “Worldliness,”	 then,	 has	 to	 do	 with	 some	 kind	 of	
affiliation	with	 that	 system.	 James	 explains	 such	 sinful	
affiliation	with	two	descriptions.	

§ It	 is	 “friendship	 with	 the	 world”	 versus	
friendship	 with	 God	 (cf.	 James	 2:23;	 Psalm	
25:14).	

§ It	 is	both	being	a	 friend	of	 the	world	 (external,	
v.	4a)	and	“wishing”	to	be	a	friend	of	the	world	
(internal,	v.	4b).	

§ 1	 John	 2:15	 shows	 us	 worldliness	 is	 a	 love	
disorder,	which	is	exactly	where	James	starts	in	
his	description	of	it.	

o John	15:19;	Galatians	6:14;	Ephesians	2:1-4	reminds	the	
believer	 that	 “the	 world”	 is	 one	 enemy	 that	 was	
defeated	at	the	cross.	

• The	 practice	 of	 “worldliness”	 —	James	 fleshes	 out	 what	
worldliness	looks	like	in	five	areas.	In	other	words,	he	contrasts	
how	the	friend	of	the	world	vs.	the	friend	of	God	handles	these	
issues.	

o Desires	(4:1-3)	

o Attitude	(4:6-10)	

o Offenses	(4:11-12)	–	cf.	tongue	(3:1-18;	5:9,	12)	

o Planning	(4:13-17)	–	cf.	tongue	(3:1-18;	5:9,	12)	

o Money	(5:1-6)	

Because	friendship	with	the	world	is	enmity	with	God,	you	must	live	as	
God’s	friend.	

DESIRES	(4:1-5)	

1. The	problem	(vv.	1-3)	

a. The	war	within	—	conflict	in	desires	

A	 worldly	 life	 approach	 betrays	 desires	 that	 are	
“uncontrolled,”	“unfulfilled,”	and	“selfish”	(MacArthur).	We	
already	 saw	 this	 in	 1:13-15;	 3:14,	 16.	 In	 a	 word,	 worldly	
desires	are	idolatrous!	

i. We	want,	but	don’t	have	(v.	2a).	

So,	you	do	whatever	it	takes	to	get	it.	

ii. We	want,	but	cannot	get	(v.	2b).	

So,	you	take	it	out	on	others.	

iii. We	want,	but	don’t	ask	(v.	2c).	

We	 give	 no	 consideration	 to	 the	 promises	 and	
provision	of	God.	We	do	not	consider	His	will.	

iv. We	ask,	but	don’t	receive	(v.	3).	

We	 selfishly	 make	 demands	 of	 God.	 Our	 motives	
are	 selfish.	 We	 love	 the	 gifts	 instead	 of	 the	 Giver	
(1:17).	

b. The	war	without	—	conflict	in	relationships	

A	worldly	life	approach	uses	and	abuses	people,	rather	than	
seeking	to	bless	people	(cf.	1	Peter	3:8-9;	Luke	6:27-36).	

James	uses	striking	 language	here,	but	 it	 is	 likely	 that	he	 is	
doing	so	figuratively.	In	other	words,	“James	is	simply	being	



faithful	to	the	terms	of	the	total	metaphor	[i.e.,	war]	which,	
to	him,	is	the	only	way	to	bring	out	the	exceeding	sinfulness	
of	Christian	quarrels.”3	

i. Hostility	(Gk.	polemos—“war”)	

Lit.	“military	conflict”:	“war,”	“battle,	fight”4	

Fig.	“a	state	of	hostility/antagonism,	strife,	conflict,	
quarrel”5	

ii. Fighting	(Gk.	maxe—“fighting”)	

Lit.	 “frequently	 used	 for	 physical	 combat	 in	 the	
military	sense…or	for	sporting	contests”6	

Fig.	“fighting,	quarrels,	strife,	disputes”7	

iii. Destruction	(Gk.	phoneuo—“murder”)	

Lit.	“murder,	kill”8	

Fig.	destroy	(cf.	5:6)	

Application:	 Alec	 Motyer	 poignantly	 drives	 home	 the	
overlooked	conviction	of	this	unique	passage:	

James’	 language	 sounds	 so	extravagant,	 so	exaggerated	 in	
our	ears,	 that	we	 feel	we	must	positively	 refuse	 to	 see	our	
small-time	 disagreements	 and	 occasional	 squabbles	 as	
meriting	such	a	description.	But	 if	we	take	this	 line	we	only	
show	how	imperfectly	our	thoughts	have	been	brought	into	
captivity	 to	 the	 obedience	 of	 Christ.	 When	 the	 Lord	 Jesus	
undertook	 to	 explore	 the	 length	 and	 depth	 of	 the	 sixth	
commandment,	 he	 spoke	 of	 anger,	 derogatory,	 dismissive	
remarks,	 name-calling.	 He	 illustrated	 his	 serious	 intent	 by	
the	 story	 of	 the	 sudden	 realization,	 during	worship,	 that	 a	
brother	 has	 ‘something’	 against	 us	 (Mt.	 5:21ff.).	 He	 spoke	
not	of	great,	prolonged	or	unjustified	anger,	or	anything	of	
the	 sort.	 He	 did	 not	 specify	 ‘something	 big’,	 or	 ‘something	
important’,	which	a	brother	might	be	holding	against	us—or	
even	some	charge	with	which	we	agreed—just	‘something’.	
Was	 the	 Lord	 Jesus	 exaggerating	 when	 he	 brought	 it	 all	
under	 the	 heading	 of	 murder?	 Or	 was	 John	 extravagant	

when	he	said	that	anyone	who	failed	to	love	his	brother	was	
like	 Cain	 (1	 Jn.	 3:11–12)?	 It	 is	 we	 who	 diminish	 the	
importance	 of	 right	 relationships,	 not	 the	 Scriptures	which	
exaggerate	 the	 importance	 of	 quarrels.	We	 smile	with	 the	
wrong	 sort	of	 tolerance	over	a	 touchy	and	difficult	brother	
or	 sister;	we	shrug	our	shoulders	over	 two	who	have	 fallen	
out.	 But	 we	 should	 not	 be	 tolerant	 of	 war,	 or	 shrug	 our	
shoulders	over	fightings.9	

Commenting	 on	 the	 recent	 peace	 agreement	 that	 the	
Columbian	government	and	the	FARC	rebels	signed	to	end	more	
than	50	years	of	war,	Al	Mohler	states:	

At	this	point…from	the	very	northern	reach	of	the	Americas	
to	 the	 very	 southern	 reach,	 covering	 two	 different	
continents	 connected	 in	 one	massive	 landmass,	 there	 is	 at	
present	 no	war,	 no	 armed	 hostilities,	 no	 national	 conflicts.	
That	is	a	very	rare	achievement.	…	for	right	now	[on]	one	of	
the	most	massive	 landmasses	on	earth,	 including	hundreds	
and	 hundreds	 of	 millions	 of	 people,	 there	 is	 no	 armed	
conflict	between	nations	and	no	current	civil	war	inside	one	
of	 these	 nations.	 That’s	 no	 small	 fact.	 And	 with	 wars	 and	
rumors	of	wars	characterizing	so	much	of	the	population	of	
the	earth	for	so	long,	we	should	give	thanks	tonight	that	in	
the	Americas	at	this	point	there	is	no	armed	conflict.	There	is	
no	 open	 warfare.	 And	 rare	 is	 the	 time	 when	 in	 human	
history	 any	 continent,	much	 less	 two,	 can	 say	 that	 as	 they	
tuck	their	children	in	bed	at	night.10	

By	God’s	grace	 (vv.	6-10),	may	 that	be	 true	of	our	community,	
too!	

2. The	principle	(vv.	4-5)	

Verse	5	is	one	of	the	most	difficult	verses	to	understand	in	the	New	
Testament.	 There	 are	 at	 least	 five	 sections	 of	 the	 verse	 that	
contribute	 to	 the	 interpretational	 difficulty:	 “think/consider/	
suppose,”	 “Scripture	 says,”	 “vain/meaningless,”	 “jealous,”	 and	
“spirit/Spirit.”	At	least	three	interpretations	are	offered	to	us:	

• “The	 Spirit	 that	 He	 has	 made	 to	 dwell	 in	 us	 yearns	 with	
jealousy”	(ESV,	NASB,	HCSB)	à	highlighting	God’s	 jealously	
for	our	fidelity	and	love	(cf.	vv.	4-6)	



• “The	 spirit	 that	 He	 has	 made	 to	 dwell	 in	 us	 yearns	 with	
envy”	 (KJV,	 NIV,	 NET)	 à	 highlighting	 our	 natural	 self-
centered	jealousy	(cf.	vv.	1-3).	

o “With	envy”	is	listed	first	for	emphasis.	

o “Envy”	(Gk.	phthonos)	consistely	refers	to	sin.	

o This	 Greek	 word	 is	 never	 used	 in	 the	 LXX	 to	
translate	God’s	“jealousy,”	which	James	would	have	
known.	

o This	jealous	yearning	matches	the	worldly	“wishing”	
of	 verse	 4	 and	 seems	 to	 better	 complement	 the	
sinful	jealousy	highlighted	in	3:14,	16	and	4:1-3.	

• “Or	do	 you	 think	 scripture	 speaks	meaninglessly,	Does	 the	
Spirit	 he	 made	 to	 indwell	 us	 yearn	 with	 sinful	 jealousy?”	
(Motyer).11	“God’s	 people	 are	 indwelt	 by	 God’s	 Spirit	 and	
there	is	no	way	in	which	the	living	presence	of	that	Spirit	is	
compatible	 with	 those	 sinful	 yearnings	 and	 promptings	 to	
self-interest	 which	 are	 destructive	 of	 the	 peace	 of	 the	
church.”12	

I	 prefer	 option	 2,	 but	 even	 if	 we	 go	 with	Motyer’s	 well-reasoned	
third	 option,	 we	 are	 discovering	 one	 overarching	 conclusion.	
Whether	the	point	is	option	2	(that	our	spirit	is	naturally	selfish	and	
envious)	or	option	3	(that	God’s	Spirit	within	us	is	incompatible	with	
such	 behavior),	 the	 principle	 is	 this:	 nature,	 rather	 than	 nurture,	
determines	our	desires.	

Do	 you	 see,	 then,	 what	 this	 means?	 You	 can	 only	 change	 your	
desires	 if	you	change	your	nature.	 In	Freedom	That	Lasts,	 Jim	Berg	
stresses	this	change	principle:	“You	do	what	you	do	because	you	are	
what	 you	 are.	 To	 change	 what	 you	 do,	 you	 must	 cooperate	 with	
God	to	change	what	you	are.”13	And	so	we	are	back	to	 James	1:18	
and	3:13-18	—	have	you	been	“brought…forth	by	the	word	of	truth,	
that	[you]	should	be	a	kind	of	firstfruits	of	his	creatures”?	Has	your	
nature	 been	 changed	 in	 that	 way	 through	 faith	 in	 the	 gospel	 of	
Jesus	 Christ?	 Have	 you	 through	 trust	 in	 Jesus’	 death	 and	
resurrection	received	the	“wisdom	from	above”	that	will	enable	you	
to	have	a	supernatural	life	approach	when	it	comes	to	your	desires	
in	a	culture	of	worldliness?	

If	 your	 desires	 are	 in	 constant	 conflict	 and	 your	 relationships	 in	
regular	disarray,	then	consider	the	source	and	discern	your	nature!	
Earthy	people	 live	 earthy	 lives,	 but	 those	who	have	become	 “new	
creatures”	discover	that	old	things	pass	away	and	all	things	become	
new	(2	Corinthians	5:17),	including	your	desires	(cf.	Philippians	2:12-
13).	
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