
“Spiritual Adultery” 
(James 4:1-5) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, James contrasted the fruits of two world views and two principles in the 
heart:   
a.  The wisdom from below.   
b.  The wisdom from above.   

 
2.  The wisdom from below:   

a.  Produces ungodly desires in the heart:   
(i)  Bitter jealousy:   

(a)  Zeal is good, if for good things.   
(b)  But this is a zeal borne of resentment, either for a real or supposed injury.   
 

(ii)  Selfish ambition:   
(a)  Ambition is good, if it is for God’s glory.   
(b)  But it isn’t if the desire to press forward is only for one’s own ends.   

 
b.  These ungodly motives, not surprisingly, produce ungodly fruit:   

(i)  Disorder, division:  breaks peace and unity of God’s people.   
(ii)  Every evil thing:  in a real sense, all sin is born of selfishness.   

 
c.  James tells us:   

(i)  A person in this state is not fit to teach.   
(ii)  They’re not fit to be Christians, unless they repent.   
(iii)  But if they are God’s children, they will – He will make sure of it.   

 
3.  But the wisdom from above:   

a.  Produces Christ-like characteristics:   
(i)  Moral purity/holiness.   
(ii)  Peaceable:  a peaceful spirit, free from worry.   
(iii)  A gentleness:  kind, forbearing, considerate.   
(iv)  Easy to be reasoned with, open minded, easily convinced of fault.   
(v)  Full of mercy, compassion, sympathy.   
(vi)  Unwavering, unshakeable; impartial, free from prejudice.   
(vii)  Without hypocrisy, genuine, without pretense or show.   

 
b.  These characteristics produce fruit that honors God:   

(i)  Good behavior, deeds in the gentleness of wisdom.   
(ii)  Full of mercy and good fruits.   
(iii)  Sows the seeds of peace.   
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B.  Preview.   
1.  This morning, James elaborates a bit more on why he brought up the matter:   

a.  There were quarrels and conflicts among them (v. 1).   
b.  These were being driven by the wisdom/principle from below (vv. 2-3).   
c.  The effects ranged from division to murder:  exactly what James said they would be 

(v. 2; cf. 3:16).   
 
2.  What was really causing the problem?   

a.  In their hearts they had abandoned God (v. 4).   
b.  They had embraced another “god”:  the world (v. 4).   
c.  They were committing spiritual adultery (v. 4).   
d.  But God wanted them back (v. 5).   
 

3.  This morning, we’re going to take a look at where all division originates – and all evil 
in the church for that matter:  from varying degrees of spiritual adultery.   
a.  First, we’ll consider the symptoms of spiritual adultery.   
b.  Second, what spiritual adultery is in its essence.   
c.  Finally, we’ll consider God’s heart towards His children who commit spiritual 

adultery.   
 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First of all, what are the symptoms of spiritual adultery in the church?   
1.  First, James mentions strife between brethren.   

a.  He says there are quarrels, conflicts, and murder among them.   
(i)  Quarrels:  strife; the word literally means war:  the campaign as a whole.   
(ii)  Conflicts:  fighting, or the individual battles of war.   
(iii)  Murder:  the unjust taking of life, or killing in heart through resentment.   

(a)  “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no 
murderer has eternal life abiding in him” (1 John 3:15).   

(b)  The desire to kill begins in the heart with hatred.   
(c)  To harbor this hatred in your heart against a brother is to have the heart of a 

murderer, and not to be a Christian.   
 

b.  Isn’t this exactly what James said was the wisdom from below?   
(i)  A bitter or resentful zeal/jealousy, and a self-centered, self-seeking ambition.   
(ii)  These things lead to disorder, division, and every evil thing.   

 
2.  Another symptom is unanswered prayer.   

a.  Individually:   
(i)  They asked for the thing they didn’t have.   

(a)  If we don’t ask, we won’t receive at all (v. 2).   
(b)  We are to make our petitions known to God with thanksgiving (Phil. 4:6).   

 
(ii)  But they didn’t receive them.   

(a)  Either because they were things the Lord didn’t want them to have.   
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(b)  Or because they were asking with the wrong motives, as we’ll see in just a 
minute.   

(c)  We must ask even for good things with the right motives – God’s glory, in the 
answer to His promises – or we won’t receive.   

 
b.  And unanswered prayer corporately:   

(i)  We may ask for things as a congregation:   
(a)  That we might be useful to the Lord.   
(b)  A help to those in need.   
(c)  A light to those in darkness, a guide to the blind.   
(d)  That we might win the lost, grow as a church.   
 

(ii)  But God doesn’t answer:   
(a)  We can ask for good things for the wrong reasons.   
(b)  If we want to honor God, all is well.   
(c)  But if we want a large and productive church for recognition that others 

would envy us, or so we can pat ourselves on the back, that’s sin.   
(d)  God will not answer our prayers if we harbor sin in our hearts.   
 

B.  Second, what is the essence of spiritual adultery?   
1.  It is abandoning the true God for another god.   

a.  It could be anything.   
(i)  A person:  a spouse, parent, a sibling.   
(ii)  A possession:  money, house, car, clothes, pet.   
(iii)  A position:  president, governor, CEO of a large corporation.   
(iv)  Recognition:  actor/actress, sports hero, war hero.   
 

b.  But it all boils down to one thing:  having self as your chief end, rather than God.   
(i)  You want what you want, rather than what God wants.   
(ii)  You want to serve yourself, receive glory and honor for your accomplishments, 

rather than seeking Christ’s honor.   
 

c.  Notice the source of the problem:   
(i)  Your pleasures that wage war in your members (vv. 1, 3):  natural appetites, 

passions.   
(ii)  Your lust (v. 2):  longings, desires, coveting.   
(iii)  Envy (v. 2):  jealousy, setting your heart on something someone else has.   
(iv)  The source of the quarrels were their lusts, envy, self-pleasure and the inability 

to fulfill those desires.   
(a)  Isn’t what keeps us from complete contentment in God the fact that there’s 

something we want but don’t have and can’t get?   
(b)  Desire can be good when it is for something good, but not when it conflicts 

with God’s will.   
(1)  We should desire a greater holiness.   
(2)  But we must not desire more than the Lord wishes to give us in our 

possessions or positions.   
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2.  James tells us that to abandon God for these other loves is to commit spiritual adultery.   

a.  “You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward 
God?  Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy 
of God” (v. 4).   

b.  To embrace your own pleasure as the end for which you live – at least in the sense 
James means – is to embrace the world.   
(i)  There is a kind of self-pleasure that is good:   

(a)  Finding all your joy and pleasure in God.   
(b)  Denying yourself here, picking up your crosses and suffering persecution for 

Christ here, that you might be honored in the life to come.   
 

(ii)  But when you seek to find your pleasure here in the world through fleshly 
appetites, power, position and fame, then you have embraced the world.   

 
c.  God betrothed us to His Son, Jesus Christ.   

(i)  If we abandon Him to embrace the world – which is what we do if we live by this 
wisdom from below – we have abandoned our marriage covenant with Him.   

(ii)  Furthermore, we have made ourselves His enemies, for we have abandoned Him 
for His enemy.   

(iii)  Why can’t we have both?   
(a)  They are mutually opposed.   
(b)  This isn’t referring to the creation, but to the system ruled by the prince of 

this world.   
 

C.  Finally, what does God say regarding His children who stray from Him?   
1.  He is jealous of them.   

a.  James says, “He jealously desires the Spirit which He had made to dwell in us” (v. 
5).   
(i)  Literally, “The Spirit, whom He placed in us, longs for us to jealousy.”   
(ii)  The Lord loves us and is jealous of us.   
 

b.  It appears as though James is talking here about believers.   
(i)  The fact that their pleasures are “waging war” in their members.   

(a)  It could be against conscience.   
(b)  But seems more likely against grace (Cf. Gal. 5:17).   
 

(ii)  They were adulteresses.   
(a)  This could mean they abandoned God in Adam.   
(b)  But it appears more likely to refer to their breaking covenant with God now.   

(1)  This could be either by way of false profession.   
(2)  Or of spiritual declension.   
 

(iii)  Finally, the Spirit is said here to long for them to jealousy.   
(a)  It’s true, the Lord makes statements like this about those in covenant with 

Him, but who aren’t true believers.   
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(b)  But it is only true of genuine believers that God has put His Spirit in them.   
 
2.  Of course, whether he refers to unbelievers or to those who have fallen away 

temporarily, the solution is the same:  repentance.   
a.  He desires that these return, and not perish.   
b.  We’ll see more about this in the next section this evening.   

 
III.  Application.  But this section asks us some important question regarding ourselves:   

A.  Is this the way your heart is entirely leaning?   
1.  The world is all you want and nothing of God?   
2.  Then you need to repent, or you will perish.   
3.  You must be married to Christ, or you will perish with your husband the devil.   
4.  Those who are of the world will perish with the world, but those who are Christ’s will 

live forever with Him.   
5.  Turn from your sins and turn to Christ:  embrace Him by faith, and be married to Him:  

He is the only way of life.   
 
B.  But we all need to recognize we have these leanings in our hearts.   

1.  Which of us can say we never lust, envy, desire to satisfy ourselves, our own pleasures, 
or are never resentful and embittered?   

2.  Which of us can say that these things have never moved us to get involved in some kind 
of conflict with another brother or sister?   

3.  We are all guilty of this:  in our hearts, we have all abandoned God to one degree or 
another.  And to the degree we have, we need to repent and turn with a whole heart to 
God.   

4.  We need to take Him to be our husband, our all in all, that which satisfies our souls.   
5.  As Christians, He is the only One who will satisfy.   

a.  The world will not:  George Downame, a Puritan pastor of the seventeenth century, 
wrote, “Let us not foolishly imagine that our minds can be satisfied and filled with 
worldly vanities, nor greedily effect and seek after a greater measure, when we are 
not satisfied with a less, supposing that the access of quantity may bring 
contentment; seeing the hunger which we feel in our hearts proceeds not from want 
of earthly abundance, but because it is unnatural nourishment for the mind of man, 
so that it can no more satisfy our souls’ hunger, than it can satisfy our bodies to feed 
upon the wind” (Treasury).   

b.  We must seek our satisfaction in God, through being faithfully married to Christ.   
 
6.  The cause of all this was self-pleasure:  the desire to gain for self.   

a.  James tells us that abandoning God to embrace the world is not the way to get 
anything of any value:  recognition, honor in God’s kingdom.   

b.  We need to lay aside our bitter jealousy and selfish ambition, and humble ourselves.   
c.  This is the way to true pleasure, to true honor:  to set ourselves aside and honor God.   
d.  This is what we’ll consider this evening.   


