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3-22-20 

Hands, Hearts and Humble Hope 
James 4:8-10 

 
 So, here I am speaking to you from room 112 and trying to imagine that you are 

here with me. I may be more of an introvert, but I really miss my church family. Beth and I 

were away on March 8 when you last gathered to worship, so it has been a long time for 

us. And we long for you with the affection of Christ Jesus, and how I pray that we will soon 

be together again, maybe, maybe, more appreciative than ever of the gift God gives us in 

each other and in His church. But, thankfully, we have means to connect – sort of. And for 

that and many other blessings we are grateful – Let’s pray – Father, good, good, Father. 

That’s who UR. And we rest in that. We believe that in your fatherly care, you teach us – 

and we come to you in a day of confusion and ask for clarity. We come in a day of worry 

and ask for peace. We come in a day marked by many opinions and long to hear your 

clear, strong, sovereign voice. Speak to us now, your servants listen. 

 As I sought for the right word to bring you today, I quickly came across James 4. I 

don’t even remember what led me there. I had thought of James 2 which warns us against 

making arrogant plans without regard for God. But when I read our text for today I thought, 

“that is it.” I think you will see why. James 4:8-10 Draw near to God and He will draw near 

to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Be 

miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy to 

gloom. 10 Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you. 

 Your experience of the last ten days is probably like mine. It seems like each day 

the news gets worse. Our freedoms and our investments shrink. Our hopes for a swift 

recovery seem to fade. Each day I awaken to the Lord with a somewhat different feeling. 

And on Wednesday that feeling was, “I need you Lord and I need you to be close to me.” I 

wonder what the last week has been like for those who live alone. My spirits have been 

lifted by fellowship with my wife and with the church staff. But the progressively 

discouraging news reports have left me feeling the need for a heavenly presence. Much of 

what we go to for comfort is being stripped away. For some of us it is restaurants or 

movies, or seeing our friends, or going to our jobs or our gyms, playing our sports, 

watching our sports. All gone! Oh, Lord, we need you to draw near! And for that we plead. 

But James instructs us to obtain that gift by taking initiative to draw near to God. This is 
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one of those conditional graces of our Savior – the promise is to those who take a certain 

step which James calls “drawing near.” Social distancing is the new ethic of 2020. I don’t 

know – fine, fine- we shall social distance. But that does not apply to God. No distancing 

from Him! Horizontal distance for a time. Vertical distance? Never! When we draw near to 

God what happens? We catch health. We get infected with holiness. So, how do you draw 

near to God? You read His word. You listen for His voice. You speak with him, meditate 

on him, worship him. These can be done in hypocritical ways, but when done with the right 

heart, they lay hold of the promise that God will draw near.  Man, I need that right now, 

don’t you? 

 Another thing I see in these three verses is the need to mourn, to grieve. Christians 

get uncomfortable around passages like this because we know about the call to joy. We 

know joy is a fruit of the spirit and we can’t see how James 4:9 fits in. Mourning, tears, 

sorrow, grief? But the Bible doesn’t shy away from these subjects. They are part of every 

life. Our Savior wept. The apostles wept. David in the Psalms was weeping quite often. 

Lamenting – it gets a whole book of Scripture named for it. Someone said that before you 

can be converted you must first be made serious or sober. Christianity is at odds with a lot 

of things, but maybe the first is frivolity, that approach to life that gives weight to nothing. It 

is not having a sense of humor, it is levity, a discomfort with the real stuff of life, with the 

prevailing struggle and fallenness of this world. Blessed are those who get serious, who 

face life squarely, who see that much is very bad – and who grieve. Grief is a normal and 

proper response to loss. A dear friend dies. You cry. Your child gets leukemia – you cry. 

Your career, your business, your retirement hopes, your financial security, possibly your 

health is threatened or crushed. Do we have reason to grieve? Oh yea. Paul said to grieve 

with hope – but to grieve. These last weeks call for that. Not panic, not gloom, not 

hopelessness, but we weep for our losses, we weep with others who have lost and we do 

it not shaking our fists at a mean God but running to a kind Father for comfort. 

 Then a third thing we see here that we need is cleansing. This is a big part – a 

necessary part of drawing near to a holy God. How interesting that James 4:9 says to 

wash your hands. That’s NLT. NAS says “cleanse” but it’s the same thing. I suggest you 

put this verse over the sink in your kitchen and your bathroom. “Wash your hands, you 

sinners.” That is a Jewish idiom meaning that you are to live righteously in the externals of 

life. Your behavior is to conform to God’s law. And then the next phrase is purify your 
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hearts you double—minded. This addresses the internals, the affections, the loves. 

Kierkegaard said that purity of heart is to will one thing. It is to love God above all. Do 

you? Most of us love him sincerely – truly. We trust Him too. Problem is we love and trust 

other things as well – our hearts are divided. I trust God and my 401k. I trust God and my 

stable, great job. And we discover in times like these, that we aren’t leaning completely on 

the Lord at all. So, when the market crashes we feel shaken. When my job is on the line, it 

seems like the foundations are crumbling. The big crises of life have a way of revealing 

our idolatries – you know how? By crushing our idols. Ouch! This is very uncomfortable. It 

is disorienting. But it is a time to grow brothers and sisters. And we grow toward deeper 

faith, more united trust in Jesus. James begins his letter saying, Consider it all joy when 

you encounter trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. Peter says 

trials burn away the dross and leave the gold. The hymnwriter said: When through fiery 

trials thy pathway shall lie, My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply; the flame shall not 

hurt thee; I only design thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine. And that’s a very 

good thing. Not a comfortable thing. Not a pleasant thing. But a good thing. Yes, it is! 

 The fourth thing our text says we need is humility. So often we read that pride 

comes before a fall but humility comes before honor, before exaltation, before joy. Most of 

our stocks are going down, down, down – especially energy stocks, travel stocks. But a 

few are booming. Certain online media platforms – booming! Toilet paper makers, 

sanitizer makers, big pharma – doing well. Grocery stores. The Coronavirus crisis, if 

people think about it for five minutes, should result in a massive outbreak of humility. A 

tiny little virus. We don’t even know what a virus is. How much does it weigh? Where was 

it born? How can we stop it? Do we really think the government can stop this kind of 

thing? All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t send Covid back to China 

again. It has put terror in billions and wrecked the economies of the world. And yet, if 

things go as they usually do – in six months we will again be arrogant. Again, feel 

invincible. Whether the economy bounces back I can’t say, but I promise you this – pride 

will not be defeated by this virus. It’s a miracle really. Pride always returns. Unless, unless, 

by the power of the gospel, we humble ourselves and learn to lean more completely on 

Jesus our Lord. 

 Casting Crowns sings a song that has a powerful first verse that relates to where 

we are. It says this. I was sure by now, God you would have reached down and wiped our 
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tears away, stepped in and saved the day. But once again, I say “amen” and it's still 

raining. As the thunder rolls I barely hear you whisper through the rain “I'm with you’ and 

as your mercy falls I raise my hands and praise the God who gives and takes away. And 

I’ll praise You in this storm and I will lift my hands for You are who You are. It feels like so 

much has changed doesn’t it? But really, truly, not that much has. The biggest realities are 

the same as they were at Christmas. Christ reigns, we are loved by Him, our redemption 

is sure, our inheritance is safe. I was a child of God at Christmas and I still am. That is my 

identity – not blue-collar, white-collar, professional. Not middle-class or wealthy or poor – 

In Jesus we are all kingdom-class. Now, what tomorrow brings I can’t say. We may have 

to move on without some things we have come to hold dear. A sociologist from a big 

university went to do a study on farm life in rural America and he moved in for a time with 

an older farm couple who had very little of this world's riches. On his first night there his 

hostess said to him, "Now if there is anything you need just let us know and we'll teach 

you how to get along without it." We may have to learn to get along without certain things 

– even certain relationships. But never the heavenly one. That is the thing most 

necessary. We sing it – All I need is Christ. And, as riches and comfort and security get 

taken away by a microscopic something and the fear it engenders, we get to find out if 

Jesus will be enough. Our son n’ law in Texas works for Houston Baptist Univ. His job 

may not be there in a few months as his school lacks a big endowment and isn’t propped 

up by the government. It’s a concern. Last time we were there he had on a t-shirt that said 

this: Until Jesus is enough, nothing else will be. So, we do what we can to stay healthy, to 

keep others healthy, to provide for our families, but let’s not waste this crisis. Let’s humble 

ourselves before the Lord, let’s grieve our losses, cleanse our hearts, draw near to the 

Lord. 

     There is an old Jewish curse – May you live in interesting times. Well, here we are - 

in an interesting time. But for believers it is not a curse. Habakkuk the prophet lived in 

interesting times. He got to see beforehand the destruction of Jerusalem by the 

Babylonian army. He hated it. He was angry and he grieved. He wrote in 3:16 I heard and 

my inward parts trembled, at the sound my lips quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in 

my place I tremble. Because I must wait quietly for the day of distress, for the people to 

arise who will invade us. But then he humbles himself before the Lord and concludes his 

book this way. Habakkuk 3:17-19 Though the fig tree should not blossom and there be no 
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fruit on the vines, though the yield of the olive should fail and the fields produce no food, 

though the flock should be cut off from the fold and there be no cattle in the stalls, 18Yet I 

will exult in the LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation. 19The Lord God is my 

strength. 

 So, Lord, we need you. We invite your Spirit to come and humble us so that we 

might know that only you can satisfy – only you can save. Father, we draw near to you 

now. Father, draw near to us. Let us feel your comforting hand, hear your comforting 

voice. Give us grace to grieve with hope. Give us grace to wash our hearts as well as our 

hands and to cling to our Jesus and praise you in this storm, until your purposes in it are 

complete. For we pray in Christ’s blessed name. Amen 


