JAMES: FAITH THAT WORKS

Week 8 of 10 — Leader Guide
Humble Yourself Before God | James 4:1-17

AT A GLANCE

Passage: James 4:1-17 Duration: 60-75 minutes

Big Idea: Pride and selfish desire are the root of conflict, broken prayer, and spiritual unfaithfulness. The
path forward is not self-improvement — it is radical humility before God, who opposes the proud but gives
grace to the humble.

Memory Verse: "Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.”" — James 4:10

TEACHING FLOW (60-75 min)

[ |
Section Focus
[ |
Opening Welcome and brief review of Week 7 — wisdom from above vs. its enemy:
pride and selfish desire.
[ |
Read & Orient Read James 4:1-17 aloud; overview of the three movements; opening
questions.
[ |
Object Lesson The arm wrestling match — you can't out-muscle God, but you can surrender
to Him.
[ |
Section 1 (v.1-6) Diagnosis: desires that battle within, prayerlessness, worldliness, pride.
[ |
Section 2 (v.7-10) The sevenfold call to repentance, command by command.
[ |
Section 3 (v.11-17) Two test cases: slander and self-reliant planning.
[ |
Synthesis Bringing the three movements together; a specific group commitment.
[ |
Closing Prayer A suggested group prayer of confession and submission.

James has moved us from trials to wisdom, from faith to works, from the tongue to the heart. Now in chapter
4, he pulls back the curtain on the ROOT of so many of our problems — selfish desires, pride, and
independence from God. This week, James calls us to radical humility — not as weakness, but as the
pathway to grace.



Background & Context

The Flow of James 4

Verses 1-10 — The Problem & The Solution

James diagnoses the root problem (selfish desires/cravings) that produce conflicts, prayerlessness,
worldliness, and pride. Then he offers a powerful sevenfold call to repentance and humility.

Verses 11-17 — Two Specific Applications

James applies the humility principle to two practical areas: (1) slandering fellow believers, which usurps
God's role as Judge, and (2) arrogant self-reliance in planning, which ignores God's sovereignty over the

future.

Key Word Study

hedone

Desires /
Cravings (v.1)

Where we get our English word “hedonism.” Self-
pleasing desires that have become idols,
competing for the lordship of our lives.

moichalides

Adulteresses
(v.4)

A shocking OT image. The prophets repeatedly
compared Israel's unfaithfulness to God to
marital betrayal (Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel).
Spiritual friendship with the world is spiritual
adultery against God.

anthistemi Resist (v.7) To stand firmly against. The same word used in
Ephesians 6:13 (“stand your ground”). Active,
military-style resistance — not passive
avoidance.
|
tapeinoo Humble To make oneself low, to bring under submission.
yourselves Active voice —this is something we DO, not
(v.10) something that happens to us. We choose
humility.
|
katalaleo Slander (v.11) To speak against, to defame. James condemns

The Sevenfold Call to Repentance (James 4:7-10)

the kind of speech that positions us as a judge
over another believer rather than as a fellow
sinner under God's law.

In just four verses, James issues seven commands that build on each other toward the climax of humility:

e 1.SUBMIT to God (v.7a) — the foundation of everything else

e 2. RESIST the devil (v.7b) — active spiritual warfare



e 3.COME NEARto God (v.8a) — draw close in relationship
e 4. WASH YOUR HANDS (v.8b) — cleanse from sinful actions
e 5. PURIFY YOUR HEARTS (v.8c) — deal with double-mindedness
e 6. GRIEVE, MOURN, WAIL (v.9) — take sin seriously with genuine sorrow
e 7.HUMBLE YOURSELVES (v.10) — the culminating act
LEADER NOTE: This is not a works-righteousness passage. James is not saying we earn God's grace

through these steps. These are the POSTURES and ACTIONS of genuine repentance — the turning of the
whole person back toward God. God's grace (v.6) precedes and enables all of this.

Object Lesson: The Arm Wrestling Match

Bring two volunteers to the front for a brief arm wrestling demonstration. After one person wins, say: “Arm
wrestling is a great picture of what James is describing. When two people wrestle — physically, emotionally,
relationally — someone is trying to make their will dominate over another. James says: that's exactly what
happens when selfish desires run our lives. We fight and wrestle with each other because we're really fighting
against God for control.

But here's the thing: James doesn't say the solution is to be a BETTER arm wrestler. He says: let go. Stop
wrestling. Submit. When you stop fighting against God for control of your life, you find that He lifts you up.
You can't out-muscle God. But you CAN surrender to Him.”

THE BIG IDEA

Pride and selfish desire are the root of conflict, broken prayer, and spiritual unfaithfulness. The path
forward is not self-improvement — it is radical humility before God, who opposes the proud but gives
grace to the humble.

Movement 1 (v.1-6) — Diagnosis: The Problem Is Inside

James traces community conflict all the way back to “desires that battle within you.” The real battlefield
is the human heart.

Movement 2 (v.7-10) — Prescription: The Path Is Humility

Seven imperatives calling believers to turn — body, mind, heart, and will — fully back toward God.
Climax: “Humble yourselves... and he will lift you up.”

Movement 3 (v.11-17) — Application: Humility in Daily Life

Two test cases: how we talk about each other, and how we make our plans. In both, the humble person
recognizes that God alone is Judge and Sovereign.

Opening Questions — Use 1 or 2 to Begin




Q1 Think of a recent conflict you witnessed or experienced — in a family, at work, in a church, on
social media. What do you think was really at the root of it?

Q2 When things don't go your way, what is your most common first response — fight, withdraw,
pray, complain, or something else?

Q3 What word or phrase from James 4 stands out most to you on a first reading? Why?

Section 1 — The Root of Conflict (James 4:1-6)

James opens with a question that forces self-examination: “What causes fights and quarrels among you?”
He is not asking rhetorically — he expects his readers to actually think about it. And then he immediately
answers: it's not circumstances, not other people, not unfair situations. It's the “desires that battle within

”

you.

The Greek word for “battles” (strateuomai) is a military term. James pictures our inner desires as an army
waging war inside us. This echoes Jesus's teaching that sin comes “from within, out of the heart” (Mark 7:21-
23).

Discussion — On the Root of Conflict (v.1-2)

James says the cause of fights and quarrels is “desires that battle within you.” Does that ring
Q4 true in your experience? Can your group think of a conflict that was really about someone's
unmet desires — including your own?

James says “You do not have because you do not ask God.” As a group, how often does prayer
Q5 actually come FIRST when you have an unmet need or desire? What tends to get in the way of
praying first?

On verse 2 — “you kill”: many interpreters soften this to mean “you are murderously angry,” connecting it to
Matthew 5:21-22. But James may be using stark language deliberately to shock his readers. Unchristlike
desire, taken to its end, is destructive. Covetousness is a kind of spiritual murder of contentment, peace, and
community.

On verse 3 —wrong motives in prayer: James does not leave us with “just pray more.” He immediately adds:
prayer with wrong motives — asking so that you can “spend what you get on your pleasures” —is
unanswered prayer. Good questions to ask before praying: “What will | do with this if God grants it?” “Does
this serve God's kingdom or just my comfort?”

Discussion — On Prayer and Motives (v.2-3)

James says some prayers go unanswered because the motivation is wrong. How does a person
Q6 know if their motives in prayer are pure or self-serving? What questions might help your group
test your prayer motives before asking?

On verse 4 — “adulterous people”: this language echoes the OT prophets who described Israel's
unfaithfulness to God in terms of marital betrayal (Hosea 1-3; Jer. 3:20; Ezek. 16). James is saying: when we
love the world's values and pursue the world's approval more than God's, we are committing spiritual
adultery. We cannot be intimate friends with both God and the world system at the same time — not because



God is petty, but because they are fundamentally opposed. The world's values are built on pride, self-
sufficiency, status, and getting; God's kingdom is built on humility, dependence, sacrifice, and giving.

Discussion — On Worldliness (v.4)

Q7 James calls his readers “adulterous people” for being friends with the world. In what practical
ways can Christians today slip into “friendship with the world” without realizing it?

What's the difference between being IN the world (which we must be) and being a FRIEND of
the world (which James condemns)? How does your group define that line?

Qs

On verse 5 — the difficult verse: this is one of the most debated verses in James. The quote (“he jealously
longs for the spirit he has caused to dwell in us”) does not appear verbatim in the OT. The most likely
interpretation: God jealously loves the spirit He placed in us, and He longs for our full devotion (similar to Ex.
34:14). God's jealous love for us is the reason He opposes worldliness — and also the reason His grace is
sufficient.

Onverse 6 — “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (Prov. 3:34): this quote from Proverbs
is the theological hinge of the entire chapter. Everything before it (conflict, prayerlessness, worldliness) is
rooted in PRIDE. Everything after it (repentance and humility) flows from GRACE. God “opposes” (antitassetai
— draws up battle lines against) the proud, and He “gives” (present tense — keeps on giving) grace to the
humble.

Discussion — On Pride, Grace, and God's Response (v.5-6)

James quotes: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” What does it mean that
Q9 God OPPOSES the proud? Have any of you experienced what it feels like to be working against
God rather than with Him?

Q10 Why do you think pride is so spiritually dangerous? Why is humility so central to the Christian
life according to James?

Q11 James mentions that God “gives more grace” (v.6). How does God's grace change the way we
respond to conviction about worldliness and selfish desire?

Section 2 — The Call to Humility (James 4:7-10)

These four verses contain seven imperative commands. The pace is intense — James is calling the whole
community to immediate, comprehensive repentance. Walk through each command carefully with your
group.

1. Submit to God (v.7a)

The Greek word (hupotasso) was used of soldiers submitting to a commanding officer — to arrange yourself
under someone else's authority. This is the foundation of all that follows — without submission to God,
resistance to the devil is futile and nearness to God is impossible.

2. Resist the devil (v.7b)




The promise is remarkable: “he will flee from you.” The devil is powerful but not omnipotent. Notice the
order: FIRST submit to God, THEN resist the devil. Our resistance is effective only because we stand under
God's authority, not our own strength.

3. Come near to God (v.8a)

“And he will come near to you.” God meets us in our movement toward Him. This echoes the parable of the
prodigal son (Luke 15:20) where the father runs toward his returning child. God is not reluctant — He is
waiting and eager.

4 & 5. Wash your hands / Purify your hearts (v.8b-c)

“Hands” represent outward actions; “hearts” represent inward allegiances. Together they call for total
cleansing — from sinful behaviors and from the divided loyalties of “double-mindedness.” James uses the
same word (dipsuchos, double-souled) from 1:8. The double-minded person tries to serve God AND worldly
desire, and ends up fully committed to neither.

6. Grieve, mourn, wail (v.9)

This is not a call to permanent misery. James is calling for genuine sorrow over sin — not superficial, not
performative, but real. The church apparently was laughing and celebrating while living in spiritual adultery
with the world. James calls them to match their emotional posture to their spiritual reality. This is the godly
sorrow Paul describes in 2 Corinthians 7:10 — “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and
leaves no regret.”

7. Humble yourselves before the Lord (v.10)

The climactic command — and then the promise: “He will lift you up.” The Greek word (hupsoo) is the same
word used of Jesus's exaltation after His humiliation (Phil. 2:9). The pathway to being lifted up runs through
voluntary humility. This is the upside-down logic of the kingdom: those who humble themselves will be
exalted.

Discussion — On the Seven Commands (v.7-10)

James gives seven commands in four verses. Walk through them as a group. Which one is most

12 . .
Q challenging for your group to practice, and why?
Q13 What does it mean practically to “submit to God”? What does submission look like on a
Monday morning? In a difficult relationship? In a hard season?
Q14 Notice the order: submit to God FIRST, then resist the devil. Why does the order matter? What
happens when people try to resist the devil without being submitted to God?
Q15 James says to “resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” How does your group practice

spiritual resistance in daily life — not just in dramatic moments, but in ordinary temptation?

The promise “come near to God and he will come near to you” is beautiful. Has your group
Q16 experienced seasons of feeling distant from God? What helped you — or someone you know —
draw near again?

James calls people “double-minded” (v.8). What does double-mindedness look like in a
person's spiritual life today? What is the cure for it, based on this passage?

Q17




Verse 9 calls for genuine mourning and grief over sin. Does your group think the church today
Q18 takes sin seriously enough? What does healthy sorrow over sin look like, without sliding into
guilt-paralysis?

The climax is “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.” Can your group think
Q19 of examples — biblical or personal — where someone humbled themselves and God exalted
them? What did that look like?

How does the promise of God's grace (v.6) and His lifting us up (v.10) relate to humility? Is

20 . . . .. .
Q humility only about what we give up, or does it involve receiving something greater?

Section 3a — Humility in How We Speak (James 4:11-12)

James connects slandering a brother or sister directly to the pride just condemned. When we speak against
another believer, we are acting as if we know better than God's law how that person should be judged. We are
putting ourselves above the law rather than under it.

James's argument: there is one Lawgiver and Judge (v.12). When we slander, we claim that role for ourselves.
But we are not qualified — we cannot “save and destroy.” We do not have access to another person's
motives, heart, history, or God's plan for them. Humility means leaving judgment in God's hands.

LEADER NOTE: This does not mean Christians cannot speak the truth, address sin, or practice church
discipline. James elsewhere calls believers to confront those who stray (5:19-20). The issue is MOTIVE —
are we speaking out of love and humility, or out of pride and desire to diminish another person?

Discussion — On Slander and Judgment (v.11-12)

James says when we slander a fellow believer, we are “sitting in judgment” on God's law, not
Q21 juston that person. How does that logic work? Why is slander not just a social problem but a
spiritual one?

What is the difference between slander and honest, loving confrontation? How does a
Q22 community handle real concerns about a member's behavior while avoiding the judgmental
posture James condemns?

In our social media age, gossip and slander have new platforms. What guidelines might your

23 . : . .
Q group commit to around how you speak about fellow believers — online and offline?

James asks: “Who are YOU to judge your neighbor?” (v.12). In what situations is it tempting for
Q24 your group to position yourselves as judges of other Christians? What would humility look like
inthose moments?

How does remembering that GOD is the ultimate Judge — the one who can “save and destroy”
Q25 — change the way we relate to people who have wronged us or whom we strongly disagree
with?




Section 3b — Humility in How We Plan (James 4:13-17)

James describes a specific kind of person: someone who plans confidently — “Today or tomorrow we will go
to this city, spend a year there, do business, make money.” The problem is not planning. The problem is
planning as if God has no role whatsoever. This is practical atheism — living as if we are the sovereign ones.

James's corrective: “What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes” (v.14).
This is not morbid — it's liberating. Once we acknowledge our fragility and finiteness, we are freed from the
burden of pretending we control the future. The humble alternative is not “I won't make any plans” —itis “If it
is the Lord's will, we will do this.”

Verse 17 belongs in this context: “If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and doesn'tdo it, it is sin
for them.” The good James has just described is submitting our plans and words to God. Knowing we should
live with open hands toward God and choosing self-reliance instead is not a small thing — it is sin.

LEADER NOTE: Connecting the sections: help your group see thatv.11-17 are not disconnected
additions — they are EXAMPLES of what a humble vs. proud life looks like in everyday relationships and
decisions. Pride shows up when we position ourselves as judges of other people (v.11-12) and when we
position ourselves as sovereigns of our own future (v.13-17). Humility recognizes that only God is both
Judge and Sovereign.

Discussion — On Plans and Sovereignty (v.13-17)

The business planners in verse 13 aren't described as evil — they're just people who make
Q26 plans without reference to God. Is that a picture of most of us? What does it look like to include
God in your planning without becoming passive?

James says life is “a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” How does
Q27 meditating on the brevity of life change the way your group sets priorities? Does it feel
depressing, or freeing — or both?

James's suggested alternative is “If it is the Lord's will...” (v.15). Is this something your group
Q28 actually says — and means? Or has it become a cliché? What would it look like to genuinely
hold your plans with open hands?

Verse 17 says: “If anyone knows the good they ought to do and doesn't do it, itis sin.” Applied
Q29 to this passage: what “good” has James described that we already know we should be doing?
Where is your group most tempted to be “hearers” but not “doers” of this teaching?

How does the theme of humility connectv.11-12 (speaking humbly about others) and v.13-17
Q30 (planning humbly before God)? What is James saying about the SCOPE of humility in the
believer's life?

Synthesis & Application — Bringing It All Together




James traces community conflict all the way back to selfish desires. Looking at your own
Q31 community — family, church, workplace — what desires most commonly drive conflict? How
might naming those desires honestly change how you handle them?

Of the seven commands in verses 7-10, which one does your group most need to hear and

Qs2 practice right now? Why?

James gives both a warning (God opposes the proud) and a promise (He gives grace to the
Q33 humble; He will lift you up). Which of these is most motivating to your group — the warning or
the promise? Why?

If James were writing to YOUR church community specifically, what do you think he would
Q34 diagnose as the main expression of pride? What form does worldliness or self-reliance most
often take in your context?

What is one specific step your group will take this week to practice humility — in how you relate

Q35 to God, to fellow believers, or in your planning?

Practical Application & Life Response

Individual Reflection
Invite group members to reflect privately, then share one if they are willing:

*  Where inyour life right now are you wrestling with God for control? What would it look like to submit that
area to Him this week?

e Isthere arelationship in which you've been acting as judge? What would it look like to step down from
thatrole?

* What plans are you making right now without reference to God's will? How might you hold those plans
more openly?
Group Challenge for the Week

Practice the “If the Lord wills” posture — not as a verbal habit, but as a genuine heart posture. Before making
significant plans or decisions, pause and pray: “Lord, what do YOU want here? Am | holding this with open
hands?”

Also: identify one relationship in which you have been speaking critically about someone. Bring that
relationship before God and ask: “Am | being a humble truth-teller, or am | playing judge?”

Suggested Group Closing Prayer

Lord, we confess that we are more prone to pride than we like to admit. We fight for control. We speak
against each other. We make plans without you. Forgive us. We choose humility — not because itis easy,
but because you are worthy of our submission and you promise to lift us up. Give us grace to submit to
you, to resist what is evil, and to hold our lives and our plans with open hands. You are the Lawgiver, the
Judge, the Sovereign. We are the mist. And yet you love us and give us grace. Thank you. Amen.




Connections Across Scripture: James 4 and the Sermon on the Mount

The parallels between James and the Sermon on the Mount are striking and intentional:

James 4:1-3 © Matthew 5:21-22 / 6:31-33 — internal desires driving conflict / seeking God's kingdom
first

James 4:4 © Matthew 6:24 — cannot serve two masters / friendship with the world
James 4:10 © Matthew 5:3-5 — blessed are the poor in spirit/ meek / those who mourn
James 4:11-12 © Matthew 7:1-5 — do not judge / the plank and the speck

James 4:13-17 © Matthew 6:25-34 — do not worry / seek first the kingdom / tomorrow will take care of
itself

Key Cross-References

Proverbs 3:34 (quoted in v.6) — the source of the “proud / humble” principle
Philippians 2:3-11 — Christ's humility as the model for ours

1 Peter 5:5-7 — Peter uses the same Proverbs quote; God cares for the humble

Luke 15:11-32 — the father running toward the returning son (cf. “Come near to God”)
2 Corinthians 7:10 — godly sorrow vs. worldly sorrow

Ephesians 6:10-18 — resisting the devil; the full armor of God

Psalm 90:12 — “Teach us to number our days” (cf. the mist, v.14)

Hosea 1-3/ Jeremiah 3 — the adultery language for spiritual unfaithfulness

Preview of Week 9

Next Week: James 5:1-12 — “Living in Light of Eternity.” James shifts his gaze to the wealthy who exploit
others, calling them to weep and wail. Then he pivots to the patient believer who endures until the Lord's
coming. The farmer who waits for rain, Job who endured suffering, and the warning against oaths all point
to one theme: eternity reframes everything. How should believers live when they know this world is not
the end?




