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Faith Humbles Us  James 4:1-12 
Trinity CRC, March 8, 2026 Rev. Richard J. deLange 
 
1 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires 
that battle within you? 2 You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you 
cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you 
do not ask God. 3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong 
motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. 
4 You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world means 
enmity against God? Therefore, 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 he 
jealously longs for the spirit he has caused to dwell in us? 6 But he gives us more 
grace. That is why Scripture says: 

“God opposes the proud 
    but shows favor to the humble.”  

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. 9 Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your 
laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, 
and he will lift you up. 
11 Brothers and sisters, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against a 
brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges it. When you 
judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. 12 There is only 
one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who 
are you to judge your neighbor? 
This is the Word of the Lord.  

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ,  

Within every Christian a battle rages. It is a battle between self and Spirit, 
between following our own rules or following the Holy Spirit's leading. This is the 
fight the Apostle Paul refers to as a struggle between the old man and the new or 
the old nature and the new nature. James focuses our attention on that battle in his 
own way. Last week we saw that a humble spirit before God is a key to gaining 
wisdom. Today, we will see how James continues to drive home the need for 
humility, thinking less about ourselves and more about God. Letting go of our self-
will is the key to letting God take over. Sometimes you hear Christians say, “You 
must ‘Let Go and Let God.”  

Surrender Self-Will  

Let us look with James, first of all, at what we should let go of. We must 
surrender our self-will. James helps us to see that in ourselves we are proud 
people. We think we are good and others are not. We are interested in ourselves 
by nature—our sinful nature.  
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Look at v.1: In the original Greek it says: Where do wars and where do 
fights among you come from? Do they not come from your pleasures, the 
soldiering in your members?  

Three different words in that verse describe the way we don't let go of self-
interest: waring, fighting, soldiering. This military language gives us a vivid picture 
of the damage pride can do in a person's life.  

Why do we argue? Why do we fight? Why do families speak and act sharply 
or cruelly to one another? How many divorces could have been stopped if people 
had done less fighting and put the same amount of effort into building their 
marriage? There are churches, like the one James is addressing, that are divided 
by fighting words and selfish ambition. That is not uncommon in our day either.  

The proud person's concern with self breaks down many human 
relationships indeed. But this sin also damages his relationship with God. That's 
what James wants us to see in v.2b and 3. In v.2b, James says, "You do not have, 
because you do not ask God." Here, we can see pride. We are too proud to ask for 
something that we really need. We're too self-confident or self-reliant to ask. We 
are used to working for what we need and we don't want to ask for anything.  

Pride stops us from realizing that whatever we have comes from God in the 
first place. Humility, on the other hand, means believing that everything comes to 
us from God's hand. Or as Psalm 24 teaches, “The earth is the Lord’s and 
everything in it.” Humility means trusting God so much that you do not doubt he will 
provide whatever you need for body and soul—to use the words of Lord’s Day 9. It 
means singing from the heart "All that I am I owe to thee...." All that I have and 
ever will have. Humility confesses our need of God and prays to him with that in 
mind. The humble raise their hands in surrender to God. The proud march on by 
themselves. We must let go of our pride and let God receive the glory for all that he 
does in our lives. We must stop ignoring him, stop resisting him and let go of our 
self-will.  

Another prayer problem we encounter when pride rules our life is that when 
we do pray, we ask with selfish intent, says James in v.3. "When you ask, you do 
not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you 
get on your pleasures." There's that word "pleasures" again--"your pleasures," says 
James. In v.1 that same word is translated in our NIVs as desires but could just as 
well say, "fights come from the pleasures waring in your members." Or more 
loosely translated, "Fights come because you're only interested in what pleases 
you." And that's the kind of attitude that characterizes our prayer sometimes. "Lord, 
give me what I want! Lord, give me, give me, give me!"  

Such prayers arise to God like thick, black smoke. They are not sweet 
incense. The one praying does not acknowledge God for who he is. The proud do 
not understand that God is all-wise and knows what's best for us. They have no 
plans to pray "Thy will be done," because they only want their own will to be done. 
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They have not learned the blessings, the joy, the peace of letting self go and letting 
God take care of us. Rather, the proud like to have the pipeline to God so that they 
can open the tap and let him pour out only what they like and what they think they 
need.  

James doesn't mince words with the proud and self-seeking. One word 
characterizes them and it’s a little shocking: Adulteresses, he calls them in v.4. The 
NIV says, adulterous people, but the Greek says, adulteresses—the female form. 
Why? Because the church is the bride of Christ! He says, "don't you know you're 
married to Jesus? That means you have responsibilities toward him.  

A wife must be committed to her husband and vise versa too. The wife 
cannot go off gallivanting with another man and expect her husband to treat her the 
same as he always has. A marriage takes commitment from both sides and 
likewise we, the church, must be fully committed to God, just as he is fully 
committed to us.  

This means, according to James, that we've got to engage in some personal 
reflection. "Friendship with the world is hatred or enmity with God." It's adultery.  

In the fourth commandment of the law of God, we are told that the Lord is a 
jealous God. James echoes that teaching in v.5 when he says, "the Spirit—
referring to the Holy Spirit—that God caused to live in us envies intensely, meaning 
the Holy Spirit is jealous. He's not willing to share us with anyone else, like any 
spouse would not share the one they married with someone else. Marriage is a 
commitment to one person. From our side, our relationship with God is 
commitment to him and him alone. He lives in us in the person of the Holy Spirt 
and we must live for him alone.  

That also means we should, we can and we must trust in him to supply all 
we need. The Holy Spirit knows what we need and he intercedes with the Father 
on our behalf. What a benefit we receive from our marriage with God! As long as 
we aren't seeking the help of the Spirit we will continue to struggle with pride. In 
fact, not seeking help is again the result of pride, just like it was the result of not 
praying.  

So, dear friends of God, each of us must learn to give up on ourselves, to 
stop putting self-love first. I say that in all sincerity. There is not one of us here who 
does not struggle with that in some form. We all commit spiritual adultery against 
Christ. We say every week that we love him and every week again we let him 
down. On Sunday, we may rededicate ourselves to God, but on Monday and even 
earlier, we've turned to self-reliance because of our pride.  

You see, pride stops us from doing what God calls us to do—from 
surrendering our lives to his care and service. Surrender is giving up on ourselves 
to let God do the work he must do on us. It's saying, but also living your 
confession—"Lord, I want to stop living for myself. I want to stop thinking about my 
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own happiness all the time and start putting your goals first. I want to start doing 
what pleases you alone. I want to do whatever your word says even when I don’t 
fully understand your ways. That takes humility. But when we do it, we find that 
God was the one who enabled us to do it in the first place. Surrender to God takes 
the power of God.  

How to Surrender to God 

Now, then, the second thing we need to look at is how to surrender to God. 
How does the proud person become humble? He must seek the grace of God. 
Yes, we must seek the grace of God. Ask him! James promises in v.6, "God gives 
more grace." "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble." Without the 
grace of God we're lost. We can't be justified or saved apart from God's grace in 
Jesus and we can't be sanctified, that is, become better Christians, more Christ-like 
either, without God's grace.  

That's why James begins v.7, in the Greek at least, by saying, "Therefore 
submit yourselves to God." James has shown the problem in the earlier verses to 
be selfishness and pride, but now he's telling us the solution to the problem: 
"Submit yourselves to God" or “Let go and let God,” as people like to put today. 
Trust that God knows best and that he can run your life better than you can. As 
v.10 says it, "Humble yourself before the Lord and he will lift you up." Don't be 
afraid. Don't think, "Boy, if I give up my desires and look only for what God wants, 
my life will not be good." That's just the opposite of what happens.  

I wish I had realized that much earlier in my life. Surrender to Jesus! And 
God promises that he will lift you up. He'll lift your spirits high because you'll have 
heavenly goals. God’s goals for life will be yours. Remember, the proud want to lift 
themselves up. The humble, though, let God lift them up.  

I don't want to leave you with the impression that submitting to God is 
always easy. It is wonderful, it is relieving, but it isn't always easy. Sanctification or 
becoming more Christ-like or killing off the old nature can be painful. It may mean 
cutting out sinful practices that, strangely enough, mean a lot to you right now. But 
the apostle Paul reminds us that we can do all things through Christ who 
strengthens us.  

By surrendering to the Holy Spirit, we are following Christ and he will 
strengthen us to do all the "house-cleaning" that needs to be done. This is a life-
time process just as cleaning your physical home has to be done repeatedly. But 
only when we subject ourselves to the Holy Spirit's influence, listening to him—only 
then—will we experience freedom from slavery to selfishness and any kind of 
pride. Only then will the old nature slip more to the background and be replaced by 
the new spiritual nature.  
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What is the new nature? What are humble Christians like? In verses 7-9, 
James gives the 10 inter-connected commandments for humility. Listen to them 
again: 

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

We won’t unpack that in detail but, suffice it to say, that none of those things can 
be done without the work of the Holy Spirit. Don't try to humble yourself by doing 
these things on your own. Growing in humility, killing selfish pride, requires God's 
help. That’s why the list starts with “Submit yourselves to God.”  

Ask God. Pray that he will help you resist the devil… deliver us from the evil 
one. Satan is a real presence in life. We can't blame all of our sin on him though, 
as James made clear in ch.1. Nevertheless, we must beware of Satan's snare as 
he tries to entangle us in the web of sinful living. Paul, speaking to the church in 
Ephesus, told them to deal with sin quickly, lest "we give the devil a foothold." 
(4:27). Later he says, "Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand 
against the devil's schemes." (6:11). So how do we resist the devil?  

James tell us, “Draw near to God.” Remember, humility means asking God 
for help because you recognize you can't make it through life alone. It means using 
the tools God has entrusted to us to fight the devil. Do what Jesus did. Resist the 
devil by using God's sword, the Bible. When you dig into the Word you are not only 
equipping yourself to fight the devil's temptations, but you're also drawing near to 
God.  

Drawing near to God also means humbling ourselves by cleansing our 
hands and purifying our hearts. In other words, James is reminding the believers to 
seek the help of the Spirit in getting rid of bad actions, external behaviours which 
he associates with the hands, and also internal attitudes, associated with the heart. 
Christians who willfully continue in these things are guilty of double mindedness, 
earlier called spiritually adultery.  

No doubt, we all fail many times; there’s no need to deny it. That would be 
proud. Instead, quickly admit it. The solution is repentance, genuine heart-
wrenching repentance. "Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning 
and your joy to gloom," writes James. That certainly doesn't sound much like the 
final line of a prayer where we might almost mindlessly say, "...and forgive us for 
our sins in Jesus’ name, Amen." True humility hates sin and is deeply grieved by it. 
The humble person is a thankful person who understands that God, in Jesus 
Christ, has forgiven all our sins. In response, that person wants to live for 
completely for Jesus.  

Therefore, each of us needs to inspect our lives, as James is encouraging 
us to do. Remember his words in chapter 1:22—“Don't just listen to the word of 
God and so deceive yourself." Take it seriously and "do what it says." Look for all 
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the places sin still clings to you, whether in your actions or only in your heart. 
Humble yourself before God, confess all your transgressions, all your sins, all your 
failures before him. Not in some neurotic way in which you worry that you’ve 
forgotten something. No, simply and sincerely pray that the Holy Spirit may fill you 
up and help you to fight the wrongs. Study his Word so that the Spirit can continue 
to work through it to show you your sin and point you in the right direction. In short, 
do what v.10 says, "Humble yourself before the Lord, and—hear this—he will lift 
you up." 

When the Lord lifts us up all the benefits follow. All that might be considered 
negative in vv.7-10 is flipped around. The devil does flee. God comes nearer and 
nearer. Our actions keep getting better. Our hearts become purer, more like 
Christ's. Our grieving, mourning and wailing because of sin become reasons for 
rejoicing in what God’s grace is doing in our lives. Instead of mourning and gloom 
about our sinful condition, there is joy and laughter about our forgiveness and the 
work of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  

Humility does a 1-80, a turn around on pride. The battle goes on between 
the pride of self and humility that the Spirit brings us. But progress occurs when we 
take action, trusting in the Spirit to carry us to new heights.  

Our prayer must be, "God, help me let go of myself and to let you work in 
me." And he will! He’s faithful to us. Always. Amen.  


