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James 3:16–4:6 (NKJV)
16 For where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil thing are there. 17 But the

wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good
fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy. 18 Now the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by
those who make peace.

4:1 Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do they not come from your desires for
pleasure that war in your members? 2 You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and cannot
obtain. You fight and war. Yet you do not have because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive,
because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on your pleasures. 4 Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you
not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a friend of
the world makes himself an enemy of God. 5 Or do you think that the Scripture says in vain, “The
Spirit who dwells in us yearns jealously”?

6 But He gives more grace. Therefore He says: “God resists the proud, But gives grace to the
humble.”

Love. What is it? Yesterday I had the great honor of officiating Evan and Kate’s wedding. One
of the Scripture passages was 1 Corinthians 13:4–7. “4 Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or
boast; it is not arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it
does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7 Love bears all things, believes all things,
hopes all things, endures all things. 8a Love never ends.”

1 Corinthians 13 is sometimes called the “Love Chapter” because it so eloquently shows what
godly love is and what it isn’t. God has made us with hearts that love. When someone is mean to you,
but you don’t react with anger and hate and bitterness, that is loving them with patience. To see a
neighbor in need and love and serve them is to love with kindness. Love is patience and kind. To love
how God wants us to love is good.

But to love what the world, our sinful flesh, and the devil want us to love is not good. Instead
of loving other people with patience and kindness, if we love their stuff and jealously yearn for their
stuff to be ours, then we have a sinful form of love called envy. Either way it’s a kind of love. If instead
of loving other people by seeing their value and seeking their welfare we are self-absorbed and only
concerned with ourselves, then we have another sinful form of love called pride.

The book of James is a lot like 1 Corinthians 13 because it shows what godly love is and what
it isn’t. James warns us that if we call ourselves Christians, if we say we have faith, but we refuse to
bear fruit in keeping with repentance, then our faith is dead and not true faith at all. James anchors our
faith in God’s grace and the gift of salvation in James 1:18 and 2:5, and he shows how good works
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follow. We are saved by faith in Jesus, apart from our works. But our faith does not then stand alone.
God is faithful to produce in us fruit of faith, which are good works.1

But we have a yearning problem. Worldly wisdom says, “yearn after the pleasures you can get
in this life.” Godly wisdom says, “seek after God. Know God through believing in Jesus. And even if
it’s at the expense of your own pleasures, love and serve your neighbors as Christ loved and served you
at the expense of His life.”

Whether our yearning is self-centered or Christ-centered, either way we are yearning for
something; we are chasing after something; we are zealous for something. If we are operating under
worldly wisdom, then we are yearning after some kind of pleasure or idea that will satisfy our flesh. If
we are operating under godly wisdom, then we are yearning after Jesus and yearning after serving the
neighbors God has given us.

James writes in 3:16 about envy and self-seeking. Envy is a sinful yearning after something that
doesn’t belong to you. Self-seeking is a sinful abandoning of neighborly love and a prideful exaltation
of self. James says that the result of envy and self-seeking is confused disorder and an environment rife
with every evil thing. These are fruits of our sinful flesh that we must humbly repent over.

But listen to the fruit of righteousness that James lays out in 4:17, “But the wisdom that is from
above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without
partiality and without hypocrisy.” May God grant that we seek after that! Lord, lead us to hunger and
thirst after this fruit of righteousness.

Do you want that good fruit in your life? Does your heart yearn to do God’s will, loving Him
and loving your neighbors? How can you do it? You’re not going to do it perfectly. You’ll sin and
you’ll need forgiveness. But how can you begin to live out the wisdom in James 4:17?

How can we proceed with pure hearts? How can we become peacemakers? How can we have
the wisdom which is gentle and willing to yield? How can we be full of mercy and good fruits, without
partiality and without hypocrisy? Our sinful flesh is in league with the world and the devil to snare us
with envy and self-seeking. How do we proceed? Pray.

Martin Luther said, “In the morning when you get up, make the sign of the holy cross [that was
his reminder that he was a baptized child of God] and say: In the name of the Father and of the Son and

1 Paul does the same thing in 1 Corinthians 13. James says faith without works is dead. Likewise, Paul says putting
on the appearance of a Christian without actually loving your neighbors profits nothing. Listen to 1 Corinthians 13:1, “1
Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging
cymbal.”

The Bible is completely true and utterly consistent from beginning to end: God loves you; but we are born in sin
and have committed sins and deserve God’s wrath; because of our sin we are incapable of appeasing God’s wrath and
becoming righteous by our own works; only by God’s love can we be saved; God’s love is demonstrated in this, that while
we were still sinners, Christ died for us; through baptism and repentance and faith in Jesus His forgiveness and His
righteousness are applied to us; then as saved people we have the joy of God working through us to bless our neighbors
with the same love with which God loved us.

These are core truths found throughout Scripture. We see them represented in James as he writes to exhort people
who claim to be Christians to actually live like it. Don’t think that living rightly will help earn your salvation. Jesus paid
your debt in full. The exhortations unto godly living are not for salvation, they follow salvation. We are not saved by our
works, but we are saved for good works. God has had mercy on you, and He has people waiting for you to show them that
same mercy.
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of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Then, kneeling or standing, repeat the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. If you
choose, you may also say this little prayer:2

“I thank You, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son, that You have kept me
through the night from all harm and danger. I pray that You would keep me this day from all sin and
evil, that in all my thoughts and words and deeds I may serve and please You. Into Your hands I
commend my body and soul and all that is mine. Let Your holy angels be with me, that the evil one
may have no power over me. This I pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.” 3

Do you want to be free of envy and the discontentment of never being at peace and never
feeling satisfied? Do you want to be free of the self-seeking that we all struggle with which God calls
sinful pride? Pray. Ask God to keep you from these sins and all evil. Ask God to help you in thought
and word and deed to serve and please Him. If you want it, pray for it. It is God’s will that you would
be guarded from evil and that you would walk in the light. As you pray for His will to be done in these
ways, He always answers yes.

Our flesh is tricky though. We forget to pray, or we don’t want to. We are tempted to indulge
the envy and enjoy being self-centered. There’s a battle at play within our souls. Part of fighting the
good fight is fighting against this barrage of temptations. Part of fighting the good fight is recognizing
when we have fallen and knowing how to get back up.

When you have sinned, when you have entered into friendship with the world in such a way so
as to violate God’s holy will, how do you get up again? How do you get right with God? It’s not by
your own strength, pulling yourself up by the bootstraps. It’s not by your own effort, as if you’ll do
your best and hope God does the rest. When you have sinned, you become right with God through
repentance.

Repentance, as defined on page 81 of our hymnals from Article 12 of the Augsburg Confession,
“is nothing else than to have contrition and sorrow, or terror, on account of sin, and yet at the same
time to believe the Gospel and absolution (namely, that sin has been forgiven and grace has been
obtained through Christ), and this faith will comfort the heart and again set it at rest. Amendment of
life and the forsaking of sin should then follow, for these must be the fruits of repentance, as John says,
‘Bear fruit that befits repentance’ (Matthew 3:8).”

Repentance is contrition and faith. Prayer and repentance are strong weapons against the traps
of our own envy and self-centeredness. These are not new temptations. Even in the Garden of Eden,
Eve was envious of having the forbidden fruit and instead of believing God’s word about the fruit, she
fell to self-centered pride and ate, and she gave some to Adam who was with her, and he ate.

We see the disciples stumbling over the temptations to envy and self-centeredness in the Gospel
lesson from Mark 9. After traveling through Galilee and coming to Capernaum, Jesus “asked them,
‘What was it you disputed among yourselves on the road?’ 34 But they kept silent, for on the road they
had disputed among themselves who would be the greatest. 35 And He sat down, called the twelve, and
said to them,  ‘If anyone desires to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.’ 36 Then He took a
little child and set him in the midst of them. And when He had taken him in His arms, He said to them,

3 Luther’s Small Catechism, Ambassador Publications, p.24
2 Luther’s Small Catechism, CPH, retrieved from https://catechism.cph.org/en/daily-prayers.html
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37 ‘Whoever receives one of these little children in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me,
receives not Me but Him who sent Me.’”

Do not suppose that you will be spared from temptations that faced Eve in paradise and the
disciples while they were with Jesus. Jesus said in John 16:33, “In the world you will have tribulation.
But take heart; I have overcome the world.” We live in a fallen world with fallen human natures that
tempt us to jealously yearn after what we don’t need and that tempt us to a self-centered friendship
with the world and enmity with God.

Can you identify with the inner struggle faced by the Apostle Paul in Romans 7:22–25? Even
when he was a Christian his flesh was battling against him. He writes, “22 For I delight in the law of
God, in my inner being, 23 but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my
mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man that I am!
Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”

There is deliverance for you through Jesus Christ your Lord! In fact, for all the jealous yearning
that our flesh has been up to, God has a better and more pure yearning for your salvation. He doesn’t
save you because you deserve it. He saves you because He loves you and Jesus paid the wages of your
sin when He died in your place.

Jealousy is usually a bad thing because we’re talking about humans being sinfully jealous for
things that aren’t theirs. But the word jealousy can be used in a positive context to simply mean “desire
earnestly” or “pursue.” If we pursue something we shouldn’t, that’s envy and sinful jealousy. But if4

God is pursuing you to save you, that’s a holy kind of jealous yearning.
God loves you. When you are burdened with the weight of your guilt and sin, He jealously

yearns for you to have peace in your heart through the forgiveness He gives on account of Jesus Christ.
James 4:5 says, “The Spirit [meaning the Holy Spirit] who dwells in us yearns jealously.” The verse
can also be translated to mean, “He yearns jealously over the spirit [this time meaning our soul] that he
has made to dwell in us” (ESV). No matter which way it is translated, the meaning remains that God
desires earnestly for you to know Him and be saved.

That is love. God’s holy and pure jealous yearning for your soul goes so deep that He
demonstrated His love by sending His only begotten Son, Jesus the Christ, to redeem you. We had
fallen into the hands of the enemy by our sin. With a divine jealous yearning to bring you home and
restore peace with you and God, He sought you out.

And now His word has come to you. Through baptism, through preaching, through Holy
Communion, through reading the Bible, the word of the cross, the word of God’s love, reaches humble
hearts to forgive them. As James 4:6 says, “He gives more grace. Therefore He says: “God resists the
proud, But gives grace to the humble.”

As you humble yourself today, rejoice in Christ’s victory over sin being granted to you by faith.
And may the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

4 Thayer, J. H. (1889). A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: being Grimm’s Wilke's Clavis Novi Testamenti (pp. 271,
652). New York: Harper & Brothers.
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