January 3 & 4, 2008

James 4:1-10

“How Fights Are Started and Stopped”

     I'm sure you've probably heard of the Hatfields and McCoys-those two famous feuding families from the hills of Pikesville, Kentucky. What you may NOT know is that their decades-long feud began in the early 1870's with a dispute over a pig. I'm not sure what aspect of the pig they disagreed about-but these two families must have been serious about their pork because words and blows were exchanged and battle lines were drawn. Then a court battle over timber rights escalated the tension between the two clans and by 1888 bullets were flying. Before it was all over at least 12 people were dead. Two years ago, a news story reported that the descendants of the Hatfields and McCoys were at it again but this time their dispute had to do with tourism. You see, the McCoy family wanted to run paid tours of "feud sites" and to do that they needed public access to a graveyard where three of their bullet-ridden ancestors are buried. The problem was, in order to get to that particular cemetery, tourists would have to walk or drive over Hatfield land and that was something the Hatfields didn't want. I don't think this particular disagreement will come to shooting-but both sides exchanged costly legal volleys in the courts of Pikeville, Kentucky. By the way, the Hatfield’s won. The McCoy’s could visit their own kin but they could not run a for profit visitation service over Hatfield land.

     Now, when we hear about the Hatfields and McCoys, most of us entertain a sort of mental sneer. We think, "How immature-how foolish it is for people to quarrel like that-especially in this day and age!" And if those kind of thoughts are going through your mind at the moment-then think again, because the truth is many times we are just as foolish and immature. You and I don't usually shoot each other over pork loin-but we do engage in verbal battles. In fact it almost seems as if it is our nature to fight first and ask questions later. And this begins very early in life. Almost as soon as we are able to relate to others we begin to quarrel with them about this or that. When I was about 5 and my brother Brian was 3 we fought over a pencil and things got so heated that he implanted the tip of that pencil in the top of my head-necessitating a trip to the emergency room. I'm sure you had similar squabbles with your siblings-over who got to play with what toy or who got to use the bathroom first or who got to wear whose clothes. In fact, parents some times feel like powerless United Nations peace-keeping troops trying to keep their kids from killing each other.

     Unfortunately, we don't grow out of this tendency toward fighting over foolish things. I once read about a church that fought over how to dispense the wine when they celebrated Communion. One group favored the use of a common cup while others preferred using multiple cups. The disagreement escalated until the church was divided into two camps: the "one-cuppers" and the "many-cuppers" and they could not agree so the church split right down the middle.

     In church history I remember reading about a famous-or should I say infamous-pastor named J. Frank Norris. Has anyone ever heard of him? Rev. Norris was a very popular preacher in Fort Worth, Texas in the 1920's and he LOVED conflict. He was always feuding with someone about something or other. The best example of this was seen in one of his sermons which was entitled, "The Ten Worst Devils in Fort Worth Texas-Names Given." Can you imagine seeing that printed in the bulletin when you come into church one Sunday?

     Well, this sermon lived up to its title and one of the "devils" Rev. Norris mentioned in this message was the current Roman Catholic mayor of Fort Worth. After Norris commented from the pulpit that the mayor wasn't fit to be the manager of a hog-pen, one of the mayor's friends threatened Rev. Norris by phone. Not getting any satisfaction, he came over to Norris' office in the church. After a heated argument, Rev. Norris pulled a revolver out of his desk and shot the man dead. A jury let him off, saying it was self-defense. Now I wasn't there of course so I can't say whether or not it was self defense but I never have figured out why a pastor would need to keep a pistol in his desk.

     I don't know about you, but hearing about all this fighting and feuding among Christians makes me agree with evangelist Billy Sunday who once said, "It's amazing God is doing as well as He is with the crowd He has to work with." And the unfortunate truth is we ARE all a part of this crowd of quarrelers. Each of us have this tendency toward fighting over foolish things and if you've ever wondered why, then I would advise that you pay close attention this morning as we study the fourth chapter of the book of James. In this text God uses James to help us understand this troublesome aspect of our character. Lets look at James 4:1-10. 1 - What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? 2 - You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. 3 - When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. 4 - You adulterous people, don't you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. 5 - Or do you think Scriptures say without reason that the Spirit He caused to live in us envies intensely? 6 - But He gives us more grace. This is why Scripture says: "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble." 7 - Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 - Come near to God and He will come near to you. Wash your hands you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 - Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 - Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up.

     Did you catch James' comment about REASON behind our feuding? It really very simple. It is because we don't get what we WANT! Look at verse 2 again, "You want something but don't get it. You cannot have what you want-so you covet and quarrel and fight and kill." President Abraham Lincoln once walked down the street with his two sons, both of whom were crying. A passerby asked, "What's the matter with your boys Mr. President?" Lincoln replied, "Exactly what is wrong with the whole world. I have three walnuts and each boy wants two." Well, you and I are just as selfish as Lincoln's sons-but these days we WANT far more than just a couple walnuts.

     According to a survey taken back in 1900, Americans WANTED 72 things but considered 19 of those things important. A similar survey in 1950 revealed that Americans WANTED 496 things and considered 96 to be essential. And I know for a fact that the "want and need" list has been increasing ever since because even in the last 30 years we have added lots of things to the list-things we have to have now that we got along fine without 30 years ago-things that we now consider absolutely essential to life: cell phones, answering machines, computers, e-mail, credit cards, a microwave, a DVD player and an I-pod, two or more cars per family, and homes several times as large as they used to be. You see? In just three short decades we have come to believe that all these things we didn't use to have are now a must in order for us to survive. Loving things and using people only leads to misery."

     A tragic example of this misery was seen a few years ago at the World Cup tournament. Columbia had a team that had made it to the tournament largely because of one of their defenders, whose name was Andre Escobar. Escobar tried to block an opponent's kick and he accidentally kicked it into the goal instead, scoring a point for the other team. A week later, after he returned home to Columbia, a crazed fan shot him dead. The fan wanted something, and he didn't get it. Now, I know none of us have ever killed because we didn't get what we wanted-but I'm sure there have been times we wanted to. 

     James goes on to say that one of the worst consequences for Christians who embrace this selfish attitude is that it brings our spiritual growth to a standstill by polluting our prayer life. Look at verse 3: "When you ask God for what you want you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives that you may spend what you get on your pleasures." James knows that this selfishness can warp our understanding of the purpose of prayer so that we look at it merely as a way to get the things that what we want. It's like the little boy who was going up to bed and as he did he turned and said to his family. "I'm going to say my prayers before I go to sleep. Does anyone WANT anything?" James says the REASON we have this tendency to quarrel and fight is because we are all selfish wanters. This attitude cause us to feud with GOD Himself. Look at what he says in verse 4, "You adulterous people-don't you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God." 
You see the world says GET. But God says GIVE. The world says focus on YOUR wants. God says focus on the NEEDS of OTHERS. The world says store up treasures that moth and rust corrupt. God says invest in things that last forever. I could go on and on quoting opposites because the truth is our fallen world and its purposes are contradictory to the things of God. So when we center our days around getting and wanting-and hating when we DON'T get what we want-when we conform to the ways of this world, our loving God is offended. To Him it is as if we were cheating on Him, as if we were collaborating with the enemy.

     In his book A Faith That Works, B. J. Chitwood writes: "When we become a friend of the world, we take our stand in defiance of God. Friends, the truth is, when we fight and quarrel and feud we ARE putting ourselves into opposition with God. We are disobeying His commands and living according to the desires of the devil. Do you remember Jesus' orders? "You have heard it said love your neighbor and hate your enemy. That's the way the world operates! But I say, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who mistreat you. If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other." Matthew 5:43 How about the command in Philippians 2: 3-4? "Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others."

     About fifty years ago, a notorious gangster named Mickey Cohen ran Los Angeles much like Al Capone ran Chicago. Cohen handled a half million dollars every day from his illegal gambling operations. He also loved associating with famous people so he attended a revival meeting in Beverly Hills which was being led by Billy Graham. Cohen liked Graham's sermon style and after the service both Graham and people on his crusade team talked to Cohen about salvation, and eventually this gangster said he put his faith in Jesus Christ. The news of his conversion made quite a sensation. There was only one small problem. Nothing in Mickey Cohen's life really changed. He continued to live the life of a gangster. When his new Christian friends confronted him about this, Mickey complained: "You didn't tell me I would have to give up my work. You didn't tell me I would have to give up my friends." We can't follow Jesus as Lord and continue to live lives of selfishness at the same time. We can't be FEUDERS and PEACE-MAKERS. We have to choose. We have to make a conscious decision to live counter to our culture-to live our lives according to the will of God.

     Enough with the negative. How can we stop fighting? What can we do to neutralize this tendency we have toward selfishness and quarreling? James tells us three steps we must take.

     First, he says we must SUBMIT to God. Now, "submit" is a military term and it means give someone with superior rank the respect and authority that is due them. In this context James is saying we must treat God in a way that befits His rank as our superior Officer. The story is told about a young man who applied for a job with the Kentucky Department of Transportation. His application was accepted and he was given the job of painting the white lines on a nearby roadway by hand because all the machines were temporarily out of order. The first day he painted eight miles. The second day he painted four miles. The third day he painted two miles. The fourth day he painted only one mile. In the beginning his supervisor was very pleased with his performance but as his production level began to slide, he got curious and asked the man what was going on. The young man explained, "I'm painting less and less because the paint can is getting farther and farther away." He would have done much better if he carried the paint can with him wouldn't he?! Well the truth is, we do better at living a Christlike life if we walk NEAR to God-in close daily communion with Him.
     Secondly, our second step must be to resist the Devil. You see when we fight and quarrel the truth is we are pleasing the adversary. We are furthering his evil purposes. You know, the truth is when we become Christians we receive a new Savior but we also receive a new enemy. But be wary, in his book Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis said, "There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors." While some make the latter error and become obsessed with the devil, most of us commit the former and either in word or in practice deny the devil's existence. Both the biblical witness and our own human experience testify to the reality of the devil. We ignore that fact at our own risk. 

     Lastly, James says the third thing we must do to overcome our tendency to quarrel and fight is to REPENT of our sinful selfishness. One thing we see here in this text is that true repentance involves FEELING BAD about our sin. Look again at verse 8-10: "Wash your hands you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up." This is the attitude expressed by evangelist Sam Jones around the turn of the century when he said, "Repentance means being so sorry for your meanness that you ain't going to do it anymore." We should MOURN over our sin because as Charles Spurgeon wrote, "There is a vital connection between soul-distress and sound doctrine. Sovereign grace is dear to those who have groaned deeply because they see what grievous sinners they are."

     Okay---we DO all have this tendency to fight and quarrel...and if you've ever been involved in a feud. If you've ever been angry with another person for any length of time, you know how unpleasant it is. It never FEELS GOOD to fight. Well James says there is a way out of these situations: submit to God, resist the devil, and repent of our sin, for then we will experience God's peace-peace with Him, peace with ourselves, and peace with others.

PAGE  
7

