
Springwood Baptist Church: Term 3, 2020           Series: James Week 6: It’s just so wise to be Humble 

 
As we work through the book of James, we can read ‘between the lines’ and get a picture of the sort of 
issues that were occurring in one of the churches, which prompted James’ letter. In last week’s passage, 
we read the following words, which talk of jealousy, selfishness, arrogance and lying.  
14 But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful and false to the 
truth. 15 Such wisdom does not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. 16 For where 
there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. (Jas 3:14-16) 
 
GETTING STARTED: Some of us may have caught onto the irony in Phil’s sermon title: a parody  of the 
Mac Davis song track “It’s hard to be humble” (when you’re perfect in every way).1 In their book titled 
Overcoming the Dark Side of Leadership2, McIntosh and Rima note four human tendencies which are 
specifically addressed in Scripture, which we all must intentionally work on in our lives: pride, selfishness, 
self-deception and wrong motives. We are naturally inclined to these behaviours, but in addition to this, 
we are inclined to justify our behaviours to ourselves and others, or else, we try to hide our ‘dark side’ from 
others. In Prov 19:2 we read “All a person’s ways seem pure to them, but motives are weighed by 
the LORD.” What is a situation you’ve been in, recently, where you have felt that you needed to win an 
argument or control a situation, in order to have the ‘upper hand’? What was the ultimate outcome of that? 
 
READ: JAMES 4:1-10 
 
 What did you notice/ what things stood out, as you just read the passage? What do you think was 

the going on in the particular church, that was receiving this letter? What dynamics were at play? 
 

 What things did you take away from the sermon this week? 
 

 “James 4:1–10 is composed of three sections, of which the first two offer diagnoses of the problems 
rampant in the church, while the third offers a solution. In verses 1–3 James chastises his readers 
for their prayers, for these are marked by anger and selfish desire, not by an attitude of trust in 
God. In verses 4–6 James points out that there are substantial and significant differences between 
the values of the Roman empire and life lived according to God’s desires. A choice must be made; 
no one can satisfy the demands of both. Then, in verses 7–10, James offers his solution to the 
various problems besetting the church as he issues a call to repentance.”3  

 Back in chapter 1, James warned: 14 But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and 
enticed by it; 15 then, when that desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it is 
fully grown, gives birth to death. 16 Do not be deceived, my beloved. (Jas 1:14-16) In Jas 4:1-2, 
James notes that the source of conflicts and disputes, is our inability to get what we crave and 
desire. Phil quoted historian Will Durant, who wrote in 1968, that "In the last 3,421 years of 
recorded history only 268 have seen no war."4 James talked about desire leading to temptation, to 
sin and to death. Have your own desires ever led to the death of one of your relationships? Why?  
 

 Phil talked about the need for us to be ‘peacemakers’, but that this is not something that comes 
naturally to us and handling conflict isn’t always easy. McIntosh and Rima use the example of 
Abraham Lincoln, as a person who knew he had a sense of inferiority, due to painful childhood 
memories and feelings, which he knew triggered negative emotions in him when he felt threatened.   
“Consequently, Lincoln was able to implement a series of self-management strategies that enabled 
him to soften his sharp edges and prevented him from responding in defensive, paranoid or 
impulsive ways when he felt threatened. … (He) made conscious efforts to avoid conflict wherever 
possible. This desire to avoid conflict was not the result of co-dependent behaviour, and it does 
not mean that (he) lived in a state of denial. Rather he realised that not every disagreement and 
issue was worth the energy required in conflict. Though there may have been a natural tendency 
for him to be controlling, he realised that controlling was not always necessary for a positive 
outcome and indeed was one of the symptoms of his dark side.”5  

 What are your thoughts about this story? Does anything in this story, resonate with you? Have you 
got some strategies, to help you respond to conflict in a godly way and so you don’t hurt people 
when you disagree on an issue?  

 
1 Mac Davis, It's Hard to Be Humble lyrics © Warner Chappell Music, Inc, Universal Music Publishing Group, BMG Rights Management  
2 McIntosh, G. Rima, S. (1997, 2007) Overcoming the Dark Side of Leadership. How to become an Effective Leader by Confronting Potential Failures. (Grand 
Rapids, MI: BakerBooks), 59-67. 
3 Nystrom, D. P. (1997). James. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p222. 
4 http://www.will-durant.com/faq.htm#:~:text=The%20actual%20quote%20can%20be,specify%20the%20years%20of%20peace. 
5 McIntosh, Rima, p149-152.  
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 A key thing we often want, is to have our ‘own way’. In Phil 2:3-4, we read: 3 Do nothing out of 
selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, 4 not looking to 
your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. For those of us who are married 
and/ or have children, we know that we don’t always get what we’d like and often, we have to set 
aside our own desires, for the sake of others in our families. What is one situation where you have 
intentionally set aside your own desires, for the sake of others? Did you do this willingly/ joyfully or 
grudgingly? What was the outcome for the others, who you served or whose interests were met? 

 

 There are plenty of verses where we are taught to pray, asking God for what we need, and that our 
God, like a good father, will hear the cry of his children and will meet our needs. Eg in Matt 7:7, 
Jesus taught “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 
opened to you.” James seems to contradict this with the words: “You do not have, because you do 
not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get 
on your pleasures.” (Jas 4:2b-3) What two ‘prayer’ issues was James specifically addressing here? 

 

 In the Old Testament, the relationship between God and the people of Israel was likened to a 
marriage. When Israel engaged in idolatry, God didn’t just say they were unfaithful, but referred to 
them as being a ‘harlot’ or adulteress. (eg Ezek 16:15ff, 23:43ff) In James 4:4, James uses the 
same language. “James’s reference to friendship with the world closely parallels a phrase 
employed by Paul in 2 Timothy 3:4 (“lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God”) and by John in 
1 John 2:15 (“Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of 
the Father is not in him.”). … “The world” here … (is) the whole complex of human institutions, 
values, and traditions that knowingly or unwittingly are arrayed against God.6  

 In the Ten Commandments, we are forbidden from engaging in idolatry, being told that God is a 
jealous God. (Ex 20:1-5) In James 4:5, we read that ““God yearns jealously for the spirit that he 
has made to dwell in us”. What are the things in our culture which are modern day ‘idols’? What 
things do you ‘love’ (or love to do), which take priority over your relationship with God?  

 

 “To ‘humble ourselves before the Lord’ means to recognize our own spiritual poverty, to 
acknowledge consequently our desperate need of God’s help and to submit to his commanding 
will for all our lives. … the enjoyment of spiritual vitality and victory comes not through independent 
effort of our own but through complete dependence on the Lord. To try to ‘exalt ourselves’ by relying 
on our own abilities, or status, or money brings only failure and condemnation - God ‘humbles us’. 
James has expressed this earlier in his letter when he encouraged the ‘humble’ poor Christian to 
boast in his ‘exaltation’ and warned the rich Christian to boast in his ‘humiliation’ (1:9–10).”7  

 James highlights that God extends his grace to us. The following instructions, in James 4:6-10, are 
an example of God extending his grace to us and giving us a chance to get our hearts right with 
God. Which of these have you engaged in, over the last week? Which ones do you find hard to do 
or do you feel uncomfortable doing? Is there an area of your life that you can’t submit to God? Are 
there habits that you have difficulty letting go of or thought patterns you cannot stop? Does any 
form of pride stand in the way of being fully committed and submitted to God?  

1. Submit yourselves therefore to God.  
2. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  
3. Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.  
4. Cleanse your hands, you sinners 
5. Purify your hearts, you double-minded.  
6. Lament and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy into 

dejection.  
7. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you. 

 
APPLICATION: In this passage, James diagnosed the source of relationship problems, including conflicts 
and disputes, between human beings. He concluded this section, by providing the means by which to 
mend our relationship with God. Humility is essential for right relationships with God and others. Phil 
commented if we are spiritual ‘adulterers’, then “something is wrong at the core of your heart and 
commitment to God.” In 2 Chron 7:14, we read: “if my people who are called by my name humble 
themselves, pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will 
forgive their sin and heal their land.” Set aside some time alone with God this week, to walk through the 
seven steps (above), noting promptings of the Spirit, of things you need to change/ relinquish in your life.  

 
6 Nystrom, D. P. (1997). James. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p226. 
7 Moo, D. J. (1985). James: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 16). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p155. 


