September 29, 2002

James 4: 1-10

“Looking For the Ordinary”

     Adrian Rodgers, the well-known pastor of Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, tells the story of a young man who came up to him one Sunday morning after the message. “Man,” the young man remarked, “this Christian life is really hard!” Dr. Rodgers wisely replied, “No, son. It’s not hard, it’s impossible.” Of course what he meant was that the Christian life is impossible for us in our power.

In James, chapters one through four, we are given some seemingly impossible commands to follow:
▪ Have faith without doubting 
▪ Never show partiality to anyone
▪ Avoid using of our words for harm 
▪ Approach God with purity of heart

Those are the things I imagined I would find in all my people when I first went into ministry. I was sure what I would find were:

1. Hearts panting for the water brooks of life

2. minds buzzing like souped up computers

3. souls on tiptoe dancing to the music of the Spirit

4. spiritual athletes performing to the peak of abilities.

I soon found that that was not the case for most at all, it was not even the case for me. It seems that in much of life regardless of station or attainment or the possessions of life that most live not at the peak of success but at the edge of failure.

· We have trouble even visualizing that we will make it thru the weak.

· Our relationships are often unfulfilling and much less than we imagined they would be.

· Our losses in people and things just seem to be so overwhelming.

· You might feel much the same way that I did one day many months ago when I wrote, “I have much more than I ever expected and less than I ever imagined.”

Why does this occur? Why don’t we pant after the water brooks of life or dance to the music of the Spirit? James would tell us it is because of one thing and that one thing colors and jades every other thing, thought or action of our lives. This one thing keeps us from the peak of success because the prescription that James gives for this one thing will complicate our lives and add more stuff to already full plates and we are just not sure our we can handle our lives being complicated in the least little bit or our plates added to at all.  

The underlying truth though is this – James tells us that every problem can be boiled down to one root cause – SELFISHNESS. That is exactly what James says right here.
     James gives four different aspects of selfish behavior. And the effects of it, that the chaos and turmoil of life is centered on these points. But let me warn you, again James is addressing not what was happening in the city, he was addressing what was happening in the church.
     James says it is a cause and effect relationship… the effects which are quarrels, conflicts, war, murder, fights, etc. etc. But the cause James tells us is:

THE SELFISH SELF and the selfish self is made up of:
Selfish PLEASURES (verse 1)
The word hedonism is used here and it means to so absorb in the pursuit of your own personal pleasure that you will do what ever you have to in order to please yourself. Much like we see in the “reality shows” like Temptation Island or the new Love Cruise. This self will seek to make itself happy no matter the cost, no matter who it hurts.
Selfish PASSIONS (verse 2)
Is what James calls here “LUST” – that overwhelming, unhealthy and excessive craving to get what you want simply because you want it. We even have a law that actually provides a defense for murder… we use it for “crimes of passion.” This Selfish Passion will drive people to do things that they normally would not do.
Selfish PLANS (verse 2) 
Envy James says will drive a person to make plans and to fight and argue to get something to be the way they want it. When this self doesn’t get its way it will immediately start scheming to create an argument in order to stop someone else from getting what their way.
Selfish PRAYERS (verse 3)
Finally – all this will drive you to pray with selfish motives. To ask for things not so that it will help others or to glorify God, but so that it benefits. It is ok to ask God for something… but it is the motive behind your request that He will be looking at. When you simply ask for something in order to make you happy… then your motive is wrong… James then goes on to lay out that the reason for all of our motives is PRIDE
I. A Foundational Principle (v.6)
     A. God Stands Against the Proud
     Verse six bluntly states a principle: God stands against the proud. Scripture repeatedly warns us to watch out for pride. God, “…will save the humble people, But will bring down haughty looks.” (Psalm 18:27). “By pride comes nothing but strife …” (Proverbs 13:10). We are warned not to think better of ourselves but instead to see ourselves as God does (Romans 12:3). 
     While this is a foundational principle most of us have trouble admitting we are proud. The lion was proud of his mastery of the animal kingdom. One day he decided to make sure all the other animals knew he was the king of the jungle. He was so confident that he by-passed the smaller animals and went straight to the bear. "Who is the king of the jungle?" the lion asked. The bear replied, "Why you are, of course" The lion gave a mighty roar of approval. Next he asked the tiger, "Who is the king of the jungle?" The tiger quickly responded, "Everyone knows that you are, mighty lion " Next on the list was the elephant. The lion faced the elephant and addressed his question, "Who is the king of the jungle?" The elephant immediately grabbed the lion with his trunk, whirled him around in the air five or six times and slammed him into a tree. Then he pounded him onto the ground several times, dunked him under water in a nearby lake, and finally dumped him out on the shore. The lion--beaten, bruised, and battered--struggled to his feet. He looked at the elephant through sad and bloody eyes and said, "Look, just because you don’t know the answer is no reason for you to get mean about it!"
     Even though we have trouble admitting our pride we had better because God resists the proud. The word for resist is a military term meaning to range in battle against. A literal translation is, “God sets up the battle lines against those who choose to do things their way …” James not only tells us that God resists the proud but he also explains that…
B. God Stands With the Humble
     While God stands against the proud, He stands with the humble. He gives grace to the humble. A theological definition of grace is unmerited favor but practically, grace is what God does in us that we could not do ourselves. We are always in the need of God’s grace. Why do we need God’s grace every day?
▪ Because we cannot do God’s work without His grace. “And God is able to make all grace abound toward you, that you, always having all sufficiency in all things, may have an abundance for every good work” (2 Corinthians 9:8). – “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear” (Hebrews 12:28). .
▪ Because we cannot stand firm in the faith without His grace. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever. Do not be carried about with various and strange doctrines. For it is good that the heart be established by grace, not with foods which have not profited those who have been occupied with them” (Hebrews 13:8-9). 
▪ Because We cannot even worship properly without His grace. “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Colossians 3:16). 
     In all these areas of life God gives more grace. He gives a grace that truly is grace. It is greater than anything known to man.

     But also in verse 6 he begins to show us the other self, the self that God desires His children to be. And in fact he says that in choosing this self you will find three very real promises that God makes to each one of us.
THE SELFLESS SELF
       As James continues he make a clear point that God’s grace can overcome even this bent to selfishness… and move the disciple to selflessness…
Submit then RESIST – and the devil MUST flee (verse 7)
This to me is one of the greatest promises… Can you imagine that if you submit your life to God that even Satan himself has to obey when you resist him? That is a promise that says all the selfish temptations will go… if you will submit your self to Him and resist the desire to please self… we all have a “devil” in our lives that we would love to be rid of. This promise says that it not only can be, but will be gone… if you will submit and resist.

Draw near then REPENT – and God will draw near (verse 8)
     This verse also carries a very powerful promise… There is a very important placement to the way it is written. First the promise, if you will draw near – He will draw near to you. Now in order to draw near to God you must be willing to put yourself aside. Secondly note that He doesn’t say, “get yourself cleaned up then come…” He says, come… put yourself aside and then repent. 
“You mean I don’t have to get my act together to come near to God?” That’s right…He says come as you are first… NOW THAT’S A WONDERFUL PROMISE…
Humble yourself then RELENT – and God will bless(verse 10)
     Some people can “repent” all day long about everything. That is they feel terrible about what they did, honestly. But they will not RELENT their selfish ways. Their hearts just won’t soften and once they have had a good cry, their motives will turn right back around to pleasing themselves. 
     But the promise here is that if you will be humble and relent the hardened and selfish ways that God will lift you up, that is to intensify a feeling of joy, peace and satisfaction in your life… which is what we strive for… but only the selfless self will truly result in that blessing.
     There is a cause and effect relationship among these that is a direct contrast to the other… 
The selfless self will effect every aspect of your life, just as the selfish self will.
But here the results are positive, joyful, peaceful and eternal. 

The Living Bible says it this way… “…He will lift you up, encourage and help you.”

How can we live up to these commands of the book of James? The answer is surely not our own power or ability. Only God and his grace can enable us to live this life. So today submit, draw near and humble yourself and the ordinary stuff of our lives will become the extraordinary stuff of God’s.

 Let us Pray

8:45- Are You Washed In the Blood?

11:00-“Above All”
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