2

James chapter 4 – Battles with the world and self!
Last week we left Chapter 3 with the final commendation that peacemakers sow in peace.  Chapter 4 now begins with James confronting fights and quarrels.
It is perhaps easy to identify the warnings of “you desire what you don’t have, so you kill” as we acknowledge the global conflicts, both in the present day and in the past.
Excuses may be given, but usually it is found that some resource is at the bottom of them, or that people wish to control or to remove a threat of some kind, implying that their regime or way of acting is better than anyone else.
But, what about the battle within ourselves?  We have not killed anyone so we must be OK – this does not relate to us.  BUT…..does “to kill” have to be literal?  Can we be so determined to obtain our own pleasure that we override others in the process?  If we consider gambling, the fact that someone may use all the spare money in the household to obtain what they enjoy – whether successful or not – is putting their wants before the needs of the rest of the family.  Again, this may not have any bearing on your experience, so give thought to examples that may apply to your circumstance.
James then tells us that we do not have because we do not ask God – or that we ask with the wrong motives.  So often we quote Jesus saying “ask and you shall receive”.  But what should we be asking for?  Our prayers should not simply be asking for more time, better health, mor strength, more whatever, so that we may continue in our striving for what brings us pleasure.  Our prayers should be seeking the mind of Jesus on matters and then asking for what is required to bring that about.
We need to pray in accordance with the will of God, to be ready to listen and lay down our plans and desires, and to change our direction at times.
James warns about becoming a friend of the world.  This happens when we accept injustice and greed.  When we do not accept equality for all people in the eyes of Jesus.  If we truly believe that the love of Jesus is better than anything we have, or anything that we could ever own, then jealousy of other people will be removed.  It takes time and James acknowledges that we will slip.
When we do, the grace of God will accept us back into His presence.  When we return to God’s ways, and reject what the world desires of us, we may become hated.  But God’s love is greater and constant.  As we draw near to Him, He draws near to us.  His grace welcomes us and His love lifts us.
James then continues with “no laughing in church!” (my paraphrasing!!).  But we need to recognise a difference that James is making here.  He is warning against flippant laughing, or scornful, laughing at other people’s expense.  Superficial, or at disbelief in God’s abilities and plans.  We do have joy in the Lord, but we must always be ready to feel sorrow at pain and injustice around us.  We must desire to see God’s kingdom around us, and not accept what we see, or limit it to what we think is possible.
James then moves on to slanderous talk, reinstating his warnings about the lack of control over the tongue in the words we speak.  James has written about slandering brothers and sisters, meaning those within the church.  But it goes deeper than that.
If we complain about someone at church, usually behind their back, then we are dishonouring them.  We become rumour-mongers and gossipers.  And what does that say about unity in Christ and working together as the body of Christ?
Likewise, though with any person.  If we put people down to other people, are we not implying that we are better than them?  Are we becoming the judges about how people should look or act or be?
We are warned that the one Judge that James has mentioned, the just and almighty God, will judge us in the same way that we have judged others.
Perhaps this ties in with the comment concerning to stop laughing.  How often does a witty comment, which is acceptable in our worldly society, consist of disparaging others – whether with malicious intent or not.  And through this careless gossip, how many people may have had their peace shattered when they feel as though they are less than somebody else?
This chapter finishes with James warning about the plans of humans.  How truly is this emphasised to us over the last couple of weeks?  You do not know what will happen tomorrow.  It is hardly difficult to easily transfer this text onto the present day.  Our daughter’s firm had planned for some of their staff to go to Dubai to make a presentation in order to gain clients.  That had to be called off due to the recent war.
I do not think that James is saying not to make any plans.  But rather than make them in a boastful way, that those plans will make you richer and more accepted in the worldy view, to make plans but hold them loosely.  Our willingness to trust in Jesus and to allow Him to have control on our lives will ensure that when things do appear to go pear-shaped, it is only in accordance with our plans, and that even if we do not receive the things that we had desired, that the love of Jesus is, and will always be, enough.
May His grace be sufficient.
