A Religion Not Empty
James 4:1-10 — Draw Near to God, and Each Other

  James has already given indications that the congregations to which he wrote were experiencing community strife.  The churches had strife among economic classes (1:9-11; 2:1ff), dealt with each other harshly through words (3:1-7), and displayed bitter jealousy and selfish ambition with one another (3:13-16).  In addition to all that he has said already, James continues to diagnose the community turmoil and presents a solution.  Ultimately, our relationship with each other is directly tied to our relationship with God.
The Cause of Community Turmoil

 James does not mince words.  James takes strife in the church very seriously.  He uses words like “wars (or quarrels),” “fights,” “murder,” and “covet.”  His language is so strong in fact that some have speculated that these Christians were actually killing one another.  Though this is not likely, this infighting is still very serious.  And the cause is just as serious.  Their unfulfilled sinful desires (v2).   Not able to meet their own selfish desires, these Christians commit sins against their brothers and sisters to continue the pursuit.  They even pray to God so that their selfish desires will be fulfilled.  They certainly do not love their neighbor as themselves (2:8).  By each one putting himself first, these Christians live no differently than the world (and have lots of prayers answered with a no; see Matthew 7:7-9).
A Sign of Friendship with the World

James continues his scathing indictment.  By continuing with their selfish ambition and infighting, these congregations are spiritual adulteresses (v4; Isaiah 54:5; Ezek. 16:8ff; Hosea 2:14-16; Eph. 5:22ff)!  These congregations love the world (the realm of sinful rebellion).  These congregations must choose this day whom they will serve.  They cannot serve two masters.  God yearns jealously for the Spirit that He has placed within these believers and will not tolerate an alternative allegiance (v5).
The Key to Community Harmony

Is all lost?  That James exposes this infighting to these believers shows us that not all is lost.  He wants them to wake up.  In addition, God “gives greater grace.” (v6)  God’s grace can overcome for those who humbly submit themselves to Him.  If these Christians are to have a restored harmony among them, they must “submit to God,” “resist the Devil,” “draw near to God,” seek purity and single-mindedness (v8), mourn over and repent of their sin (v9), and once again “humble (themselves) before the Lord.”  In doing so, our gracious God will fend off the Devil (v7), draw near to them (v8), and exalt these believers under the authority of Christ (v10).  More simply, if this community will draw near to God, they will again be able to draw near to one another.  As they walk with Christ, they will also walk with each other.
Application

1. Church strife is a very serious matter.  Sin is always involved.  And sin begets sin.  One or both sides are pursuing a selfish goal, or a good goal through selfish means.  We do well to remember that the church is not ours, but Christ’s.  And He demands unity around Himself (Eph. 4:1-6).
2. Christ loves His church and gave Himself up for her.  If we pursue the world or pursue goals by means of the world, we are likened to adulteresses.  So as a church we must pursue the goals laid out in the Word by the means specified in the Word.  Only then are we faithful to our Bridegroom.

3. When strife occurs (or at any other time, for that matter), we must first take out the log in our own eye before we can clearly see the speck in our brother’s eye.  We do so through submission to God and repentance.  Accordingly, church gatherings are not always filled with laughter.  Sometimes they are meetings of sorrow that lead to restored joy.
