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“Who Are You Serving?” 
James 4:1-10 

 
Introduction 
This afternoon, this platform will become a stage. I will morph from a preacher into the General 
Manager of the Bethlehem Inn and a wanna-be magician. When I put my magician’s hat on, 
that is going to change it for me. As long as I have that hat on, I’m not going to be Pastor Matt. 
I’m going to be Theodore Wiseman. 
 
If you are a Jesus-follower, a Christian, the moment you were saved, you also gained a new 
identity. It’s not simply a hat you put on and take off, it’s who you are. You became a child of 
God. You became a citizen of Heaven awaiting your arrival. But, all too often, we take that hat 
off. So, we go between being a follower of Jesus and someone who is trying to fit into the sinful 
world system. 
 
This morning, we’re going to hear God clearly calling to us to choose whose side we’re on. He’s 
going to lay out what it looks like to serve ourselves, what it looks like to serve the sinful world 
system, and what it looks like to serve Him. I pray that as we get to the conclusion of this 
sermon that we will respond to God’s call – to take up our cross and follow Him. 
 
1. Self-Centeredness Leads to Conflict (v. 1-3) 

a. We need to begin by acknowledging that there is an internal sin struggle that takes place 
inside every one of us. 
1) There is something inside of each of us that cries out to be heard … and gratified. 
2) Notice the words “passions” and “desire” and “covet.” 
3) “1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your 

passions are at war within you? 2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. You 
covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do 
not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your 
passions.” 

4) Let’s hone in on this for a little bit because it is so important to understanding our 
internal struggle. 

5) 1 John 2:16 “For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the 
eyes and pride of life—is not from the Father but is from the world.” 
a) “Desires of the flesh:” My body wants something that it’s not supposed to have. 
b) “Desires of the eyes:” My mind wants something that it’s not supposed to have. 
c) “Pride of life:” My ego wants something that it’s not supposed to have. 

6) Now, pay attention to this. When we look at Eve’s fall into sin, it was these same 3 
areas that got her. 

7) Genesis 3:6 “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was 
a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took 
of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he 
ate.” 
a) Let’s look at a chart that I created that includes Jesus’ response. 
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b) (Chart of 1 John 2:16, Genesis 3:6, and Matthew 4) 
c) “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food:” desire of the flesh 
d) “…that it was a delight to the eyes:” desire of the eyes 
e) “…that the tree was to be desired to make one wise:” pride of life 

b. So, those forces exist within us. If we don’t fight them in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
then we will be ruled by them. 

c. What is the result? 
1) “1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your 

passions are at war within you? 2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. You 
covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel…” 

2) We end up being at odds with each other. If you get in the way of my desire being met 
or if I get in the way of your desires being met, we’re going to get upset. 

3) The next time you get upset at someone, do an internal check. Certainly, the other 
person may have done something that is clearly wrong and it demands a response. 
But, more times than not, you will notice that you get upset simply because someone 
got in the way of you achieving or obtaining something you wanted. 

d. So, what’s the answer to this?  
1) We could spend a month of Sundays on this topic but suffice it to say that Jesus resides 

inside of you if you are saved. He can help you. He is able to help you … because He 
overcame these three areas.  

2) But, it’s going to take some strategy, tenacity, and patience on your part to fight off 
sinful desires.  

3) 1 Peter 2:11 “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions 
of the flesh, which wage war against your soul.” 

2. World-Centeredness Leads to Animosity (v. 4-6) 
a. Now, James moves outward. We don’t just struggle with serving ourselves. We also 

struggle with wanting to fit into the world system. 
1) We don’t want to be rejected or overlooked. We want to be included.  
2) It’s the feeling that children in school have. They are willing to check their morals at 

the door if only they can be accepted by their peers. 
3) But, it doesn’t change much as we grow older. Maybe our coworkers have dirty 

mouths or they love gossiping about others. We know those things are wrong – but we 
want to be accepted. So, we hang around them. We never correct them. We may even 
find ourselves participating just so we can be accepted. 

b. So, what does God think about this? He knows we crave acceptance so is He lenient when 
we give up some of our morality just to be accepted by the lost world?  
1)  “4 You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity 

with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an 
enemy of God. 5 Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the Scripture says, ‘He 
yearns jealously over the spirit that he has made to dwell in us’? 6 But he gives more 
grace. Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’” 

2) “You adulterous people!” means that we are in a binding relationship with God but are 
chasing after other things to satisfy our desires. 
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3) “An enemy of God” means just that. When we try to fit in, we are aligning ourselves 
with those who are opposed to God. 

4) Can God forgives us? Yes! A thousand times YES!  
a) Romans 5:20 “…where sin increased, grace abounded all the more,” 
b) But we cheapen grace if we fail to realize just how serious our sin really is! 

3. God-Centeredness Leads to Being Honored (v. 7-10) 
a. We are to refuse to live a self-centered life. It leads only to personal conflict. 
b. We are to refuse to live a world-centered life. It leads only to setting God up as our 

enemy. 
c. Instead, we are to live a God-centered life. What does that look like? 
d. V. 7 “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.”  

1) “Submit” means “to line up under.” It is a term that speaks of getting under the 
authority of the one over you. 

2) This means that we do what He says. 
a) We are reading His Word … and making the adjustments to conform to it. 
b) We are spending time in prayer … seeking the Lord’s heart. 
c) We acknowledge our desires but don’t get upset when God steps in with different 

plans. 
d) Tell yourself “no” every now and then even to good things to remind yourself that 

your body isn’t in charge. 
3) Further, “resisting the devil” is a by-product of “submitting yourself to God.” 

a) The very act of putting ourselves under the authority of God IS resisting the devil. 
b) There is really no second action needed. 
c) And when Satan sees us aligned under God’s authority, he flees in cowardice. 
d) The only authority that Satan has is what God allows him to have (read Job 1-2). 

e. V. 8 “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, 
and purify your hearts, you double-minded.”  
1) We aren’t just to submit to God as a soldier would to a general; we are to “draw near” 

to him like someone who is enjoying a relationship. 
a) This is the verbiage that could be used of a young man and young woman who are 

falling in love and find themselves wanting to be with each other all the time. 
b) God loves us more than anyone could EVER love us. And He wants us to love Him 

and draw near to Him. 
2) “Cleans your hands” and “purify your hearts” simply means that we must remove sin 

from our lives and receive God’s forgiveness.  
a) We need to focus on what we do and the heart behind it. 
b) After all, we cannot enjoy relationship with God when we are also tolerating things 

that He hates. 
c) That would be like a husband saying, “Wife, I want us to have a wonderful 

relationship but I’m going to get some of my needs met by some other ladies every 
now and then.” 

d) God tells us: “Choose who it’s going to be.” 
f. V. 9 “Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and 

your joy to gloom.”  
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1) So, what’s this all about? It’s pretty ‘negative.’ 
2) Well, let’s say that two separate husbands have been unfaithful to their wife. They 

have engaged in some things that have violated his wedding vows and God’s Word. 
Their wives have found out about it and are utterly heartbroken. So, the guys talk to 
their wives in an attempt to reconcile. 
a) One husband begins by saying he messed up. He continues to say that nobody’s 

perfect, not even his wife. His eyes are dry, his heart is cold, and it seems as if he 
really doesn’t care about the hurt he has caused his wife. 

b) Then, the other husband goes to his wife. He feels the weight of what he has done. 
He is broken that he has hurt his wife so badly. He has tears streaming down his 
face. He feels wretched as he mourns and weeps. He’s broken as he expresses his 
utter disdain for what he has done. He acknowledges that his wife may not want 
him back which would devastate him but he would understand it. But, even if she 
leaves him, he grovels as he pleads with his wife to forgive him for the wicked 
activity that he has done. 

c) If we were to observe those two responses, our hearts would break for the one 
man and we would hope that the marriage could be salvaged.  

d) The first one husband? Well, we would tell the wife that she is biblically free to 
leave the marriage (Matthew 19) – her husband isn’t worthy of her. 

3) God is simply calling us to realize how serious our sin is, what it cost His Son, and show 
our genuine desire to have a wonderful relationship with Him. 

g. V. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.  
1) The way up is down! 
2) How can we get back on right terms with God? He loves us and WANTS us in a 

wonderful relationship with Him. But WE have to want it, too. 
3) So, what does it look like to “humble yourselves.” 

a) Be broken. 
b) Treat your sin seriously. (In the “Welcome to Bethlehem” musical, it softened sin. In 

fact, the word wasn’t even used. So we had to tweak it a bit. If we don’t see our sin 
as seriously as it is, we won’t see the beauty of grace.)  

c) And don’t belittle the sin in others when they are feeling convicted. Let them feel 
the weight and then point them to the cross where God receives the humble and 
honors them by forgiving them and bringing them into relationship with Him. 

4) “… He will exalt you.” 
a) You will experience the release of guilt and be brought back into relationship with 

the King of all kings, and the Lord of all lords. 
b) We aren’t worthy of this … but it is His free gift to us. 

 
Conclusion 
So, who are you serving this morning? Yourself? The sinful world-system around you? 
Or are you genuinely serving the Lord? He’s calling out to you right now, calling you into 
relationship with Him. How will you respond? 


