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James 4:1-12 
1. 3:14-16 describes worldly wisdom that produces worldly behavior that are both contrary to the 

wisdom from above that produces peace and reasonableness: 

“If you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to 

the truth. This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, 

demonic. For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile 

practice.” 

a. The basis or philosophy of worldly wisdom is: 

i. Jealousy -  zelon – meaning “to have warmth of feeling for or against”, “to be 

zealous” or “to be jealous”. Not based on reason, but on feelings, emotion. The 

Greek word zeo means “to boil”. It is the pursuit and defense of an idea or thing. 

It can be an envious and contentious rivalry. 

ii. Selfish ambition – eritheia – meaning “rivalry, ambition” and refers to “self-

seeking”, “a feud” or “a faction” 

b. The fruit of this worldly philosophy is: 

i. Disorder – akatastasia – meaning “instability” and refers to “disturbance, 

upheaval, revolution, even anarchy. This occurs first in the political and social, 

but moves to the personal moral sphere.  

ii. “Vile practices” or “evil thing” 

1. “vile” or “evil” – phaulos – meaning “worthless”, “bad” and is translated as 

“worthless, wicked, base, evil” 

2. “practice” or “thing” – pragma – meaning “a deed” or “a matter” and is 

translated to say “thing”, “matter”, “deed”, “action”, “a thing done” 

2. 3:17-18 instead describes what wisdom from above looks like when applied to a worldview or a 

philosophy of life along with the fruit of this wisdom (or, the fruit of this Spirit from above): 

“The wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy 

and good fruits, impartial and sincere. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by 

those who make peace. 

a. The basis or philosophy of wisdom from above (Spirit from above) 

i. Pure 

ii. Peaceable 

iii. Gentle 

iv. Open to reason 

v. Full of Mercy and Good Fruits 

vi. Impartial 

vii. Sincere 

b. The fruit of wisdom from above: 

i. Righteousness 

1. Sown in peace 

2. Sown by those who make peace 

 

James 4:1 – “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your 

passions are at war within you? 
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1. “quarrels” – polemoi – meaning “war” and translates as “war”, “battle”, “strife” 

2. “fights” – machai – meaning “a fight” and can refer to a “fight” in the sphere of words which is 

the manifestation and production of strife, contention and quarrels 

3. “passions” – hedonon – meaning “pleasure” and especially sensuous pleasure and strong 

desires or passions 

a. From hedos which means “pleasurable to the senses or “sensual pleasure” 

b. This Greek word hedonon is the source of the English word “hedonism” which is the 

philosophy that views pleasure as the primary goal of life. 

i. This is the attitude or philosophy of the readers of this book. Their chief goal in 

life is pleasure. 

ii. These pleasures are carrying on a military-like campaign against the souls of 

these believers  

c. 2 Peter 2:13 – (read 2 Peter 2:1-17) “They count it pleasure to revel in the daytime. 

They are blots and blemishes, reveling in their deceptions, while they feast with you.” 

d. Titus 3:3 – (Read Titus 3:1-11) “For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led 

astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, 

hated by others and hating one another. 

e. Luke 8:14 – “And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as 

they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and 

their fruit does not mature.” 

4. “warring” – strateuomenon – meaning “to make war” and “to serve as a soldier”. Used of 

physical warring, but also figuratively “of warring lusts against the soul.” 

5. “members” – melesin – meaning “a member or limb of the body” 

 

 

4:2 – “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.  
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1. “You desire” – epithymeite – meaning “desire”, “lust after” and is translated as “I long for”, “I 

covet”, “lust after” and “I set my heart on”. This is a strong word an means more than “I want 

something.” 

a. Romans 7:7 this word is used to quote the 10th commandment (Ex. 20:17).  

2. “You kill” – phoneuete – meaning “kill” or “murder” 

a. Literally – this would mean there were those among James’ readers who were active in 

murdering their opponents and oppressors (likely outside the church) 

i. This would manifest in the Zealot movement and the infighting of the Jews before 

and after Rome arrived for the war of 66-70 AD 

b. Figuratively – this would mean James’ readers were angry enough and hostile enough 

that their thoughts and interactions were equivalent to murder. 

i. This would be a hyperbole for “hating” each other 

ii. Matthew 5:21-22 – ““You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall 

not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that 

everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults 

his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable 

to the hell of fire. 

iii. 1 John 3:14-15 – “We know that we have passed out of death into life, because 

we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death. Everyone who 

hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life 

abiding in him. 

3. “Covet” – zeloute – “to be jealous” to say “I am eager for a thing” or “I am eager to possess a 

thihng” 

4. “obtain” – epitychein – “to obtain”, “to acquire”, “to attain”  

5. “You quarrel” – machesthe – “to fight” and is used to say “I engage in battle or a fight”. 

Figuratively it means “I strive, contend and dispute” 

6. “wrangle” – polemeite – meaning “to make war” and is used to say “I make war, contend, fight, 

do battle.” 

7. They were trying to attain things without asking God. 

They were not asking God for things because they were coveting and not merely in need. 

a. Matthew 7:7-11 - “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it 

will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, 

and to the one who knocks it will be opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for 

bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent?  If you 
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then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 

your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him! 

 

4:3 – “You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.  

 
1. If they did ask God they were asking while coveting. This means they were asking God’s help 

to satisfy their coveting. 

2. “spend” – dapanesete – “to spend”, “to sped freely” and is used to say “I spend”, “I bear 

expense”, “I waste”, “I squander” 

a. Used in Mark 5:26 of the woman – “who had suffered much under many physicians, and 

had spent all that she had, and was no better but rather grew worse.” 

b. Used in Luke 15:13-14 of the prodigal son – “Not many days later, the younger son 

gathered all he had and too k a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his 

property in reckless living. And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in 

that country, and he began to be in need. 

3. “passions” – hedonais – is the same word used above for “pleasure” 

 

4:4 – “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.  
 

 
 

4:5 – “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”?  
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4:6 – “But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to 

the humble.”  

 
 

 

4:7 – “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  

 

 
 

 

4:8 – “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and 

purify your hearts, you double-minded.  
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4:9 – “Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy 

to gloom.  

 
 

4:10 – “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you. 
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4:11 – “Do not speak evil against one another, brothers. The one who speaks against a brother 

or judges his brother, speaks evil against the law and judges the law. But if you judge the law, 

you are not a doer of the law but a judge.  

 
 

 

4:12 – “There is only one lawgiver and judge, he who is able to save and to destroy. But who 

are you to judge your neighbor? 

 
 

 

 

 


