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Introduction  

1. “When Reading the Bible Is Wrong,” (Jonathan McGuire, ten4word.wordpress.com, op. ed. for 11/13/2014, 

condensed and paraphrased) 

a. What you find in any Christian book store (1) Left Behind — movie stuff based on LaHaye/Jenkins novel 

of the same title; (2) Joel Osteen stuff prominently displayed; (3) Bibles (somewhere); (4) Books of 

cherry-picked promises and biblical answers carefully catalogued to address fear, doubt, stress, 

depression, temptation, etc., in easy reference form. 

b. The article proceeds to warn against these handy self-medicating reference guides for personal and 

spiritual problems addressed in five issues: (1) they are designed to be easy and comfortable, leaving 

unsaid important truths necessary for one to truly see himself in light of God’s holiness. (2) The verses 

are selected for subjective application by editors who judge what they consider best for the problem, 

leaving the reader at the mercy of fallible humans. (3) The reader becomes a victim of proof-texting—

random verses chosen with no regard as to their meaning and purpose in context. Jeremiah 29:11 is an 

example. (4) These resources reflect the modern philosophy of Christianity, making the individual 

believer’s health, wholeness, and happiness the center of everything. This philosophy produces 

narcissistic saints who think that “it is all about them.” (5) The Bible is treated, not as it presents itself, 

but as reduced to a guide for individual self-fulfillment.  

c. The article concludes, quoting Paul Tripp, that the Bible isn’t an outline of “essential topics to master in 

order to think and live God’s way.” Rather, the Bible is an organic whole with each part relating to all 

other parts and all terminating in the Lord Jesus Christ and His kingdom.  

2. The epistle of James does not qualify as one of these feel-good guides to comfort modern Christians.  

3. Today we begin to examine what causes wars and battles among us. 

4. James bears down with uncompromising force to get at the real heart of our spiritual problems.  

a. Some of the strongest and most difficult language is found in this passage because we do not need to be 

coddled when it comes to our natural tendencies. 

b. This kind of spiritual surgery is not welcome in feel-good churches. 

c. James asks two piercing questions that address every spiritual failure seen in the first three chapters: (1) 

what is the source of wars and battles among you (v. 1)? (2) Why does friendship with the world make 

you an enemy of God (v. 4)? 

I. The Source of Our Wars  

1. James spoke of peace (3:18), but there was no peace in the churches. Why? James exposes the nature and 

source of the turmoil (v.1). 

2. As to the nature of the turmoil—  

a. There were wars (quarrels), which describe the overall situation—war was declared (Matt. 24:6).  

b. That war involved many fights, the individual battles within the war (2 Cor. 7:5). 

3. The source of the war? —the sensual sinful lusts raging within the individual believers 

a. The term, passions (lusts, KJV), refers to illicit cravings and desires that dominate a sinner’s heart (Titus 

3:3). 

b. The Greek term is the source of our English word, hedonism—a craving for pleasure. 

c. These passions provoke war (the act of engaging in war) within one’s members, relentlessly pressuring 

one to seek satisfaction in outward demonstrations (1 Pet. 2:11).  

4. James accuses the “warriors.” 



a. You crave what is forbidden, and when that desire is thwarted, you murder—probably a reference to the 

use of the tongue as addressed in chapter 3. 

b. You covet and cannot obtain; so in frustration you start wars (argue and quarrel) with others. 

c. The sole and legitimate means for believers to have their needs met is through prayer, but these warriors 

will not pray. 

d. James is not suggesting that God would satisfy their lusts if they prayed; no, for if they were to ask, God 

would refuse them because they would their squander His gifts on their hedonistic pursuits. 

II. The Reason for God’s Enmity  

1. These warring saints were idolaters.  

a. The practice of idolatry is spiritual adultery (unfaithfulness to God, Jer. 3:8, 9; Ezek. 23:37; Hosea 1:2; 

9:1; Rev. 2:20-22). 

b. These saints were not being unfaithful to their spouses but to their God, which is seen in the question that 

follows. 

c. Spiritual adultery (idolatry) is at the heart and core of every spiritual failure believers face. 

2. How does James equate conflict in the church with friendship of the world?  

a. No specific issues are raised but only the passions that drove the warring factions. 

b. Passions demand fulfillment; wars and battles were the means of that fulfillment. 

c. Therefore, to understand what James is getting at, we need to see how the world is involved.  

3. We have already noted that praying in such cases is fruitless because God will not grant anything that we 

would squander on our passions. 

a. The world, then, may be viewed as the sphere where we seek to satisfy the passions that war in us. 

b. Our tendency is to seek satisfaction in the world (as an organized system openly hostile to God) rather 

than in God. 

c. Therefore, seeking satisfaction in the world, we become the friend of the world and, at the same time, the 

enemy of God.  

4. This understanding in reinforced by verse 5. 

a. The verse is somewhat difficult to interpret. (1) There is no specific Scripture that is quoted here; so 

James must be summarizing various texts. (2) It is not clear whether spirit refers to the human spirit or to 

the Holy Spirit. If it is the latter, this is the only reference to Him in James. 

b. Whatever the reference, we may safely conclude that God longs for the loyalty and devotion of the human 

spirit that He created to dwell in us. We were made for God, not for the world. 

THE LESSONS FROM THIS PASSAGE 

1. In its actions and attitudes, the church tends to reflect the world, not Christ. Therefore, as individual 

members of His church, we must seek God’s face and ask the Spirit to search our hearts for any betrayal 

due to love for the world. 

2. Believers need to learn to wait upon God, not to be driven by inward lusts. 

3. We must understand that our hearts are idol factories, and we must be zealous in our pursuit to discover and 

eliminate every idol that would rob God of our full devotion.  

4. John Piper’s emphasis on Christian hedonism might sound contrary to James; however, it is just opposite. 

a. Our passions (hedone, our cravings for pleasure) are not the problem, but our sinful natures have hijacked 

them for illicit use apart from God. 

b. God designed us to find our greatest satisfaction and pleasure in our enjoyment of God Himself.  

c. Idolatry is the act of deriving pleasure and satisfaction from what God has made and given us outside of 

God and not for His glory.  


