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What’s Wrong with This Picture? 

James 4:1-12 

 

 Over the past three Sundays we’ve been looking at some selected passages from the little 

book of James that help us examine ourselves as disciples of Jesus. Today, we’re looking at 

James 4:1-12. I invite you to follow along in your Bibles as we hear the word of the Lord 

through his servant James. Read text . . .  

  

Somebody forwarded this story to me some years back. 

 

A driver did the right thing, stopping at the school crosswalk even though he 

could have beaten the red light by accelerating through the intersection. 

The tailgating woman behind him went ballistic, pounding on her horn and 

screaming in frustration as she missed her chance to drive through the intersection 

with him. Still in mid-rant, she heard a tap on her window and looked up into the 

face of a very serious police officer. The officer ordered her to exit her car with 

her hands up. He took her to the police station where she was searched, 

fingerprinted, photographed and placed in a cell. After a couple of hours, a 

policeman approached the cell and opened the door. She was escorted back to the 

booking desk where the arresting officer was waiting with her personal effects. 

He said, “I’m awfully sorry for this mistake. You see, as I pulled up behind 

your car while you were blowing your horn, flipping the guy off in front of you, 

and cussing a blue streak at him, I noticed the “What Would Jesus Do” license 

plate holder, the “Follow me to Sunday School” bumper sticker, the chrome 

plated Christian fish emblem on the trunk and the “My Boss is a Jewish 

Carpenter” decal on your back window . . . 

Naturally, I assumed you had stolen the car.” 

 

Chalk that up under the category of “What’s wrong with this picture?”! 

Well, that seems to be something of the situation here in James 4. James has confronted his 

hearers (remember that this letter would be read to the congregation) about a number of different 

issues, and now he’s taking on still another one. He’s asking, in effect, “What’s wrong with this 

picture?”  

 

http://www.jhbc.org/


 2 

Diagnosing the problem 

Now James doesn’t seem to have a problem with calling his hearers out on where they’re 

going astray! Here again in this text, he lays it all out very clearly for them and accurately 

diagnoses the problem. 

 There were “fights and quarrels” among them (4:1).
1
 It’s very strong language that James 

uses here—the word the NIV
®
 translates as “fights” is literally “wars” (RSV). 

 So James asks them, “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from 

your desires that battle within you?” (4:1). James wanted them to be clear about the source of 

their problem. 

David Holdaway, a minister in Scotland, tells about a man who went to see his doctor in an 

acute state of anxiety. “Doctor,” he said, “you have to help me. I’m dying. Everywhere I touch it 

hurts. I touch my head and it hurts. I touch my leg and it hurts. I touch my stomach and it hurts. I 

touch my chest and it hurts. You have to help me, Doc, everything hurts.” 

The doctor gave him a complete examination. “Mr. Smith,” he said, “I have good news and 

bad news for you. The good news is you are not dying. The bad news is that you have a broken 

finger.”
2
 

 Well, the problem James was addressing was much more serious than a broken finger! He 

said that their unfulfilled desires were leading to evil actions. They were living according to the 

world’s values rather than Christ’s, and the world’s values were leading them to implement the 

world’s methods. They were trying to get what they wanted the way the world would, and it 

wasn’t working. That was leading to quarrels and conflicts. 

 So James applies what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount: “Ask and it will be given to 

you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (Matthew 7:7). He tells 

them, “You do not have because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because 

you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” 

In other words, if they did think to pray, their prayers went unanswered because the world’s 

values were producing the wrong motives. They were praying for self-gratification rather than 

God’s will and purpose. 

The fact is that they were trying to be friends with the world, not in the sense of befriending 

non-believers to share Christ’s love and the gospel with them, but rather trying to fit into the 

world by adopting its values and ways. And James had a word to describe it, a word that the Old 

Testament prophets had used to describe Israel’s unfaithfulness to God—adultery! 

He asks them in v. 4, “You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world 

means enmity against God?” He declares that friendship with the world is hostility with God. 

Remember that in the ancient world, friendship was a serious commitment to someone based 

on a common outlook and common values. As Luke Timothy Johnson reminds us, in James “the 

world” is not a place, but a value system, a way of viewing reality.
3
 So James puts this offense in 

terms of spiritual adultery, a violation of a most sacred commitment!  

The problem was divided loyalties—that they were trying to be friends with both God and 

the world. James says we can’t. We will be either friends of God or friends of the world, but we 

can’t be both! We’ll be loyal to God and his values or the world and its values. God’s values and 

the world’s values are mutually exclusive. So if we’re to be loyal friends of God, then our values 

must align with God’s values—kingdom values!  

This world rejected Jesus, put him on trial, and crucified him. It put the Apostle Paul on trial 

as well, and eventually beheaded him. Reflecting on the trials of Jesus and Paul before the 

Roman courts, Eugene Peterson makes this observation about the world: 
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These trials force us, if we are to stay true to the story we are reading, to give 

up the notion that the Christian community, rightly and obediently lived, can 

somehow, if we just put our minds to it, be tarted up sufficiently to catch the 

admiring eye of the world. We have ample documentation by now to disabuse us 

of such stuff. Eighteen hundred years or so of Hebrew history, capped by a full 

exposition in Jesus Christ, tell us that God’s revelation of himself is rejected far 

more often than it is accepted, is dismissed by far more people than embrace it, 

and has been either attacked or ignored by every major culture or civilization in 

which it has given its witness: magnificent Egypt, fierce Assyria, beautiful 

Babylon, artistic Greece, political Rome, Enlightenment France, Nazi Germany, 

Renaissance Italy, Marxist Russia, Maoist China, and pursuit-of-happiness 

America. The community of God’s people has survived in all of these cultures 

and civilizations but always as a minority, always marginal to the mainstream, 

never statistically significant.
4
 

 

And so, James declares, God is rightly jealous over his people. Friendship with this world is in 

effect hostility toward him. It is spiritual adultery. 

 So what’s wrong with this picture? Everything! 

 

Offering the remedy 

 But James doesn’t just diagnose the problem; he offers the remedy. And what is it?  

Look at v. 6: “But he gives us more grace.” You see, the only way we can deal with this issue 

of selfish desires and divided loyalties is by the bountiful grace of God! But we have to be 

willing to receive it and be open to it, because as the Scripture says: “God opposes the proud, but 

gives grace to the humble” (4:6, ESV).  

This remedy of God’s grace leads to repentance! This repentance is expressed in a variety of 

ways (4:7-10). But first of all, we have to submit ourselves to God, while also resisting the devil 

(4:7). 

 Kenny Luck reminds us how World War II officially ended at 9:04 A.M. on September 2, 

1945, aboard the battleship USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. The Japanese foreign minister, acting 

on behalf of Emperor Hirohito, signed the document that declared Japan’s complete, 

unconditional surrender to the Allied powers. Following that surrender, with the aid of her 

former enemies, Japan emerged from the ashes of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Though recovery 

was slow, it was steady. And Japan has become one of the most productive, peaceful countries in 

the world. But before this could happen, the Japanese military and government first had to give 

up completely, lay down arms, and accept surrender with no conditions.
5
 

 That’s exactly what God calls us to do through Jesus Christ. Lay down our arms. Give up to 

him completely. By submitting to him completely we will be resisting the devil. We’ll be 

drawing near to God. And when we draw near to God, he will draw near to us. We must wash 

our hands of our sins and purify our hearts from our divided loyalties, our double-mindedness, 

by receiving what God has done for us in Christ. We must mourn over our sin and sinfulness, 

recognizing and realizing the pain that we have caused others and the extent to which we have 

offended God. And we can humble ourselves this way before God in the confidence that he will 

accept us through Christ and will lift us up from our shame and sorrow through his grace. 

 And when we truly repent, we will begin to relate rightly to our brothers and sisters in 



 4 

Christ. James says that believers are not to slander one another (4:11-12). Imagine that—that he 

would even have to tell us that! Instead of slander, believers should respect one another! 

James says that to speak slanderously against a brother or sister is to sit in judgment on the 

law rather than submit to it. And only God has the right to do that! What he’s warning against 

here is the kind of judgmental attitude that Jesus warned against in Matthew 7:1-5. This kind of 

judgmentalism usually derives from vain pride. When we’re truly humble before God, we’ll be 

more patient and merciful with our brothers and sisters’ faults. We won’t be negatively 

comparing them to ourselves and our accomplishments. After all, as Warren Wiersbe once said 

somewhere, “Humility is not not thinking very highly of yourself; it’s not thinking of yourself at 

all!” 

 

James analyzed the conflicts among his readers and their cause, and offered real solutions. 

Have you listened this morning to what he said—really listened? Have you seen some of 

yourself in his diagnosis? Is there some area where you’re in conflict with a brother or sister in 

Christ? Not that we will always agree on everything—after all, as the old saying goes, if you get 

two Baptists in the same room, you’ll probably have three opinions! But as followers of Jesus, 

we should always be able to get along in peace with one another, being of one heart even when 

we’re not of one mind. So what’s wrong with this picture? 

James has told us, and he’s given us the remedy for it. He tells us that we can resolve conflict 

among believers through genuine submission, repentance, and respect. 

We have to face up squarely to wrong attitudes, actions, and motives. After all, this kind of 

resolution can never happen if we don’t take responsibility for our part in the conflict. Once we 

take responsibility for our part, we must submit to God and repent in real humility, trusting 

God’s grace to change the way we’re living. 

Then the question will be, “What’s right with this picture?” 
MEG 
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