
City On a Hill Session 2: James 4:1-8




         COVID-19 EDITION 

SESSION OBJECTIVE: JAMES 4:1-8 
To consider how what is normal to a person of faith might be shocking to a non-believer.


Wash Your Hands 
If there is one thing you’ve probably heard more than anything else in the last couple of weeks, it’s the 
exhortation to wash your hands. WHO (World Health Organization) says, “Coronavirus disease spreads 
primarily through contact with an infected person when they cough or sneeze. It also spreads when a person 

touches a surface or object that has the virus on it, then touches their eyes, nose, or mouth.” Thus, the 
necessity of hand washing is high. And don’t do it too quickly, either. The recommended time for hand-
washing is at least 20 seconds with clean water and soap. Hand sanitizers work well too, but differently. Hand 
washing mechanically removes the pathogens from your body, while sanitizers deactivate the virus.


What if, during this pandemic, we took the advice of hand-washing in a spiritual sense? The Book of Acts as 
well as the early church fathers view James, the half-brother of Jesus (actually fathered by Joseph), as the 
leader of the New Testament in Jerusalem in the first century. James also is known for his New Testament 
eponymous contribution. His letter is filled with incredibly practical teaching, and still relevant for us today. In 
chapter 4, he examines the envy and quarrels that were happening within the church, and then gives his own 
hand-washing advice: “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw 
near to God, and he will draw near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-
minded.” (Ja. 4:7-8) Perhaps in this time of sheltering-in-place and social distancing, we all need consider his 
words. 
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A World of Problems 
James begins chapter 4 by addressing what was obviously a known reality to his audience, as he speaks of 
quarrels and disputes without specifying much. This indicates that his original audience would have 
connected the dots. He identifies their internal passions as the source of such division. The word here for, 
‘passions,” is the Greek word ἡδονή, the word from which we get our English word, “hedonism.” These 
delights or passions indicate a craving for a feeling of pleasure. He then makes a series of statements, which 
are outlined and examined below.


YOU DESIRE, BUT YOU DO NOT HAVE (V.2) 
The first statement is attached to the sin of murder. It seems harsh, and almost out of place, but there is a 
connected idea here. In chapter 2, he warns of showing partiality to rich people at the expense of the poor. He 
gives an example of allowing a well-to-do individual to sit in the best seats in the worship service, while 
making the poor man (who has nothing to offer) sit on the floor. He then connects this sin of partiality to 
murder (2:11). It is likely that James is connecting this concept of murder here in that the treatment of these 
rich people was motivated by what they might be able to give them that they couldn’t obtain on their own. 
They desired some object or experience, but could not obtain by their own means, and thus committed 
murder (figuratively speaking) by mistreating the poor to elevate the rich in order that they might be rewarded.


YOU COVET, BUT YOU DO NOT OBTAIN (V.2) 
Here again, this is similar to the previous statement, and is this time connected to quarrels and fighting. This is 
likely a more generalized statement that further drives home the point that the source of fighting within this 
particular body was covetousness, a sin (like murder) also condemned by the decalogue (Ex. 20:17).


YOU ASK, AND DO NOT RECEIVE (V.3) 
It appears that these Christians didn’t only covet things that they couldn’t obtain on their own, but they also 
prayed for these things. At first glance, this seems noble. However, James warns them that the reason they 
have not received the things they had been praying for is because they had prayed wrongly, and what makes 
it wrong is their intention: “To spend it on your passion” (Ja. 4:3). The idea of asking and receiving is a concept 
that is not far removed from James’ half-brother, the Lord Himself. Jesus teaches in John’s Gospel: “Ask 
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you” (Jn. 15:7b). Jesus appears to be teaching that prayer is the 
means to obtain the desires of the heart. And that is true, except it’s not the desire of our heart that we are to 
be asking for. The first portion of the verse clarifies His point: “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in 
you” (Jn. 15:7a). In other words, walking intimately with Jesus and having His words permeate through us is 
what shapes our desires, and those desires are the ones that God will grant, because they are also His 
desires. James’ audience, on the other hand, are not in line with the heart of Jesus. They, instead, are fueled 
by their unchecked passions. 


ADULTEROUS PEOPLE (V.4) 
Verse 4 is really the passage that confirms who James’ audience is. He calls them, “adulterous,” which 
suggests they belong to someone but are pursuing someone else. If that is the case, they are no doubt 
Christians. They belong to Jesus, but because of their unchecked passions, they are pursuing worldly 
pleasure. He then drops the famous phrase, “Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with 
God?” This does not mean that having friends with non-believers is wrong. It means adopting the pleasures 
and desires of the world in place of those given by God is an offensive act to God. He is jealous over what we 
tend towards, and opposes us when we do so (Ja. 4:5). However, as much as God’s wrath burns towards our 
sinful behavior, His grace is even greater (Ja. 4:6)! What a beautiful reminder of the Gospel!
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The Solution 
After attacking the sin that had so devastated this body of believers, James provides the prescription: “Submit 
yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and he will draw 
near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.” It is by placing 
yourself under the authority of Christ (and consequently resisting the enemy) that God moves toward us and 
the devil moves away from us. The demonic influence is untethered, and the wise voice of the Holy Spirit can 
again be heard more clearly.


He almost echoes Isaiah 1:16 here as well: “Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean. Remove the evil of your 
deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil.” Yahweh here is calling upon a rebellious and evil Israel to repent and 
return to Him. James’ words echo the same sentiment. You can almost hear him saying: “Listen up, church. 
You’ve gotten dangerously close to the world, and you’ve become complacent in protecting yourself from the 
sickness in it. Stop acting like them! Return to Me! And wash your hands, too.” It’s a message we always need 
to be reminded of, and maybe one we will be reminded of as we wash our hands multiple times a day, for at 
least 20 seconds, with clean water and soap.


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read James 4:1. What does James identify as the source of his audience’s quarrels?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Read James 4:2. What is the first problem James states here? What does he connect it to? What is the 

second problem he states here? What does he connect it to? (Hint: See above)

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 
1. Read James 2:1-11. Why might James be referring to this passage in verse 2? What connection is there 

between these two verses? How is the sin of partiality like murder?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read James 4:3. Were these people praying for God to give them their sinful desires? How do you know? 
What was wrong with their prayers? In other words, how were they praying, “wrongly?”


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. Read James 4:5. What does God’s jealousy over us have to do with what we desire?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read James 4:6. In your own words, write what you think, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the 
humble,” means.
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Four 
1. Read James 4:7. What must you first do before you resist the devil, according to this verse? What 

happens when you resist the devil?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read James 4:8. What happens when you draw near to God? What does the washing and purifying 
language remind you of? 


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Week 2 Discussion: Desires 
In James 4, we are warned of not being ruled or driven by our own evil, selfish desires, as they are often the 
source of divisions and quarrels within the church. We are, instead, called to return to our relationship with 
Jesus by drawing near to Him and seeing the devil flee. Talk as a group about what wrong desires we might 
have picked up, and how this time of slowing down facilitates our returning to the LORD.


1. Icebreaker: What are some wrong desires that God has convicted you of this week? If you’re willing, share 
with the group.


2. Have you ever prayed that God would give you something that, looking back, was wrong? 

3. How do you practice drawing near to God and resisting the devil, practically speaking?

4. How does being consistently in the Word shape the way you pray? Do you find your prayers (and your 

prayer habits) change when you are not in God’s Word regularly?

5. Read John 15:7. How do you abide in Christ? How do you allow His Words to abide in you? 

6. Challenge: Every time you wash your hands, think of this study, and take a small time to pray that God 

would align your heart with His desires.


Takeaways: 
1. Worldly desires often cause division in the body of Christ, because they make us act mercilessly towards 

one another.

2. This time of social distancing and slowing down is a great time to repent and be restored.


PRAYER REQUESTS:
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