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"CHRISTIAN ETHICS"
READ James 3:1-5:20
NIV MEMORY VERSE: James 4:7
Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.
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( You should know that I LOVE my boys. And you should know that when "Mom" listens to their struggles in life and offers advice, that my most often used resource is the book of James. James is my "go to" book in the Bible when mentoring or witnessing to anyone about living a godly life. 
A few years ago the boys were asking what I wanted for Christmas. I knew they didn't have much money to buy presents, but I understood that they wanted to give their mom something. I told them what I really wanted was "12 dinners." They looked at me confused and I explained that I wanted one dinner each month with each of them. They could choose the day and time and I was willing to pay at a restaurant or cook at home, but I wanted them across a table from me and I wanted to hear what was happening in their lives. I think we managed dinner about 10 times each that year, which was pretty good considering the schedules of busy young adults. What I intended was to invest in was helping with the emotional and spiritual maturity of their lives.[image: image3.jpg]


 
( Last week Carol shared that this letter was most likely written by James, the half brother of Jesus. It is believed that James and his other brothers did not believe in Jesus during his earthly ministry. Yet we find that they were praying in the Upper Room with the disciples (Acts 1:14; "They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary, the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers."). 
What affected the change from unbelief to faith in James? 1 Corinthians 15:7 indicates that Jesus appeared to James after His resurrection. This convinced James that his brother Jesus truly was the Savior. James eventually became the leader of the church in Jerusalem, and it was James who moderated the church conference described in Acts 15. 
James must have been a deeply spiritual man to gain the leadership of the Jerusalem church in a relatively short time. His stature is seen in Acts 15, where he was able to permit all the factions of the church conference to express themselves, then bring peace by drawing a conclusion based on God's Word. James was a Jew, reared in the tradition of the law of Moses. The influence of his Jewish legalism stands out in his letter. There are over 50 imperatives in the letter of James. James did not suggest - he commanded! 
James sent his letter to Christian Jews. At least 19 times he addressed them as "brethren." Christian Jews scattered throughout the Roman Empire would have needs and problems of their own. Being Jews, they would be rejected by the Gentiles. And being Christian Jews, they would be rejected by their own countrymen. This letter indicates that most of these believers were poor, and some of them were being oppressed by the rich. 
One of the major problems in the church was a failure on the part of many to live what they professed to believe. The way they talked and what they said was a serious problem, even to the point of creating wars and divisions among the assembly. Worldliness was another problem. Some of the members were disobeying God's Word and straying away from the Lord and the church. Does any of this sound familiar today? 
( All of these problems had a common root cause: spiritual immaturity. These Christians were simply not growing up. This gives us a hint as to the basic theme of this letter: the marks of maturity in the Christian life. Just look at the problems James dealt with: 
· Impatience in difficulties, 
· Talking but not living the truth, 
· No control of the tongue, 
· Fighting and coveting, and 
· Collecting material "toys." 
( It is no surprise that the book of James provides such practical application to the believer’s life. The five chapters of this letter suggest the five marks of maturity of the Christian life: 
· Patient in Testing, 
· Practices the Truth, 
· Power over his Tongue, 
· Peacemaker, not a Troublemaker, and 
· Prayerful in Troubles. 
James wrote to Jewish Christians scattered throughout the Mediterranean world because of persecution. In their hostile surroundings they were tempted to let intellectual agreement pass for true faith. This letter can have rich meaning for us as we are reminded that genuine faith transforms lives. We are encouraged to put our faith[image: image4.jpg]Grab a plate and throw
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 into action. It is easy to say we have faith, but true faith will produce loving actions toward others. 
( In our last lesson Carol expertly covered Testing and Truth in James 1 and 2. In this lesson we consider the ethics of Christian living. 
( The Taming of the Tongue 
The power of speech is one of the greatest powers God has given us. With the tongue man can praise God, pray, preach the Word, and lead the lost to Christ. What a privilege! But with that same tongue man can tell lies that could ruin a reputation or break a person's heart. The ability to speak words is the ability to influence others and accomplish tremendous tasks, and yet, we take this ability for granted. 
James gives us six pictures of the tongue: the Bit, the Rudder, Fire, a Poisonous Animal, a Fountain, and a Fig tree. These six pictures reveal the three powers of the tongue. 
Power to Direct: The Bit and Rudder (3:1-4) 
Apparently, everybody in the assembly wanted to teach and be a spiritual leader, for James to write a warning. Perhaps they were impressed with the authority and prestige of the office and forgot about the tremendous responsibility and accountability. In today's world, everyone wants to be an expert. But those who teach the Word face stricter judgment. They must use their tongue to share God's truth, and it is easy to commit sins of the tongue. 
But teachers are not the only ones who are tempted and sin; every Christian must admit that "we all stumble in many ways" (James 3:2). The person who is able to discipline his tongue gives evidence that he can control his whole body. He proves he is a mature person. 
In selecting the bit and the rudder, James presented two items that are small themselves, yet exercise great power, just like the tongue. The tongue is a small member of the body, yet it has the power to accomplish great things. 
Both the bit and the rudder must overcome contrary forces. The bit must overcome the wild nature of the horse, and the rudder must fight the winds and currents that would drive the ship off its course. We have an old nature that wants to control us and make us sin. There are circumstances around us that would make us say things we ought not to say. Sin on the inside and pressures on the outside are seeking to get control of the tongue. 
This means that both the bit and the rudder must be under the control of a strong hand. When Jesus controls the tongue, then we need not fear saying the wrong things - or even saying the right things in the wrong way! "Death and life are in the power of the tongue," warned Solomon (Proverbs 18:21). When Jesus is the Lord of the heart, then He is Lord of the lips too. 
( Power to Destroy: the Fire and Animal (3:5-8) 
I think you would agree that our words can start fires of a different sort. Proverbs 26: 20, 21 says, "Without wood a fire goes out; without gossip a quarrel dies down. As charcoal to embers and as wood to fire, so is a quarrelsome man for kindling strife." Like a fire, the tongue can "heat things up." 
It's no wonder that Solomon wrote, "He who restrains his word has knowledge, and he who has a cool spirit is a man of understanding" (Proverbs 17:27). As a fire burns and hurts our skin, so our words can burn and hurt the heart. 
Also fire can spread, and the more fuel you give it, the [image: image5.jpg]


faster and farther it will spread. "The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell" (James 3:6). Time does not correct the sins of the tongue. We may confess our sins of speech, but the fire keeps on spreading. 
( >> (Interactive picture) >> 
Not only is the tongue like a fire, it is also like a dangerous animal. It is restless and cannot be ruled, and it seeks its prey and then pounces and kills. Some animals are poisonous, and some tongues spread poison. The deceptive thing about poison is that it works secretly and slowly, and then it kills. How many times has some malicious person injected a bit of poison into the conversation, hoping it would spread and finally get to the person he or she wanted to hurt? Perhaps we can be honest, has that poisonous tongue ever been yours? 
James reminds us that animals can be tamed, and for that matter, fire can be tamed as well. When you tame an animal, you get a worker instead of a destroyer. When you control fire, you generate power. The tongue cannot be tamed by man, but it can be tamed by God. 
If God lights the fire and controls it, then the tongue can be a mighty tool for the winning of the lost and the building up of the church. The important thing, of course, is the heart, for it is "out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks" (Matthew 12:34). If the heart is filled with hatred, Satan will light the fire. But if the heart is filled with love, God will light the fire. 
( Power to Delight: The Fountain and the Tree (3:9-12) 
The fountain provides the cool water that man needs to stay alive. Man needs water for drinking, washing, cooking, farming, and a host of other activities necessary to life. "The words of a man's mouth are as deep waters, and the wellspring of wisdom as a flowing brook" (Proverbs 18:4). Water is life-giving, and our words can give life. However, if water is not controlled, it brings death and destruction. 
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Water also cleanses. There was a basin (laver) in the Old Testament tabernacle and temple, provided for the cleansing of the priests' hands and feet. God's Word is the spiritual water that cleanses us. But our words to others can also help to cleanse and sanctify them. Our words are to be like that river described in Ezekiel 47 that brought life to everything it touched. 
The tongue is also delightful because it is like a tree. In Bible lands, trees are vitally important to the economy: they help hold down the soil; they provide beauty and shade; and they bear fruit. Our words can help to shelter and encourage a weary traveler, and can help to feed a hungry soul. "The lips of the righteous feed many" (Proverbs 10:21). As we share His Word with others, we feed them and encourage them along the way. 
The most important thing about a tree is the root system. If the roots do not go down deep, the tree will not grow in a healthy manner. If we are rooted in the things of the Lord, then our words will be the fruit of our fellowship with Him. 
But James issued a warning: a fountain cannot give two kinds of water, and a tree cannot bear two different kinds of fruit at the same time. We expect the fountain to flow with sweet water at all times, and we expect the fig tree to bear figs and the olive tree to bear olives. If the tongue is inconsistent, it’s a sign there is something radically wrong with the heart. 
( Two Kinds of Wisdom (3:13-18) 
Wisdom was an important thing to Jewish people. They realized that it was not enough to have knowledge; you had to have wisdom to be able to use that knowledge correctly. James continued to exhort the people in the assembly who wanted to be teachers of the Word. It is not enough simply to stand before people and say words; you must have something to say. This is where spiritual wisdom comes in. Knowledge enables us to take things apart, but wisdom enables us to put things together and relate God's truth to daily life. It was this kind of "knowledge without wisdom" that James was writing about. He contrasted true wisdom and false wisdom in three aspects. 
There was: 
~ Contrast in Origins - True wisdom comes from above, but false wisdom comes from below. In other words, there is a "heavenly wisdom" that comes from God, and there is a "man-made wisdom" that does not come from God. 
The first step toward true wisdom is the receiving of Jesus Christ as Savior. The Word of God is also our wisdom. The Scriptures are able to "make us wise unto salvation" (2 Timothy 3:15). 
~ Contrast in Operations - The wisdom from above, God's wisdom, operates in a different way from the wisdom that is earthly, sensual, and devilish. Since they originate from radically different sources, they must operate in opposite ways. The evidences of false wisdom include: Envy, Strife, Boasting, and Deceit. 
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What a relief to turn to the evidences of true spiritual wisdom: Meekness, Purity, Peace, Gentleness, Compliance, Mercy, Good fruits, Decisiveness, and Sincerity. 
At times I counseled my boys to measure themselves against this “yardstick.” The result can be revealing and humbling. 
(~ Contrast in Outcomes - Worldly wisdom produces trouble, envy, strife, confusion, evil works. It does not appear that God was at work in the assembly in Jerusalem. The word translated "confusion" means "disorder that comes from instability." 
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But God's wisdom produces blessing. James returned to that word, fruit. There is a vast difference between man-made results and God-given fruit. Fruit is the product of life, and fruit has in it the seeds for more fruit. As we share the fruit of God with others, they are fed and satisfied, and they in turn bear more fruit. 
The Christian life is a life of sowing and reaping. The Christian who obeys God's wisdom sows righteousness, not sin. The life we live enables the Lord to bring righteousness and peace into the lives of others. "Happy is the man that finds wisdom, and the man that gets understanding" (Proverbs 3:13). 
( Ending Wars (4:1-12) 
War is a fact of life, in spite of treaties, world peace organizations, and the threat of nuclear war. Not only are there wars between nations, but there are wars of one kind or another on almost every level of life. Personally, I believe the worst kinds of wars are those among groups of people, churches, and families. James discussed the important themes of war here, and he explained that there are three types of wars going on in the world. He also told how these wars could be stopped. 
~ At War With Each Other - "What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you?" (4:1) Surely, brothers should live together in love and harmony, yet they often do not. 
So why are we at war with one another? We belong to the same family; we trust the same Savior; we are in dwelt by the same Holy Spirit - and yet we fight one another. Why? James answered this question by explaining the second war that happens. 
~ At War With Ourselves - "For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice" (3:16). The essence of sin is selfishness, and selfish desires are dangerous things. They lead to wrong actions, and they even lead to wrong praying. "When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures" (4:3).  
When our praying is wrong, our whole Christian life is wrong. It's been said that the purpose of prayer is not to get man's will done in heaven, but to get God's will done on earth. 
Selfish living and selfish praying always lead to war. If there is war on the inside, there will ultimately be war on the outside. 
People who are at war with themselves because of selfish desires are always unhappy people. They don’t enjoy life. Instead of being thankful for the blessings they have, they complain about the blessings they don’t have. They cannot get along with other people because they are busy envying others for what they have and do. They are always looking for that "magic something" that will change their lives, when the real problem is within their own hearts. 
How many of you saw Gene's message on Sunday on 'It's Complicated' and the video of the couple with the wife sharing about the pain in her head, while all the time there was a nail in her forehead that she denied was there. That's a war with ourselves. 
~ At War With God - The root cause of every war, whether internal or external, is rebellion against God. At the beginning of creation is perfect harmony, but sin came into the world, and this led to conflict. Sin is lawlessness, and lawlessness is rebellion against God. 
How does a believer declare war against God? By being friendly with God's enemies. James named three enemies that we must not associate with if we want to be at peace with God: the world, the flesh, and the devil. 
The world is the enemy of God, and whoever wills to be a friend of the world cannot be the friend of God. Neither can he be if he lives for the flesh. "The flesh" is meant as the old nature we inherited from Adam, that is prone to sin. When a sinner yields to Christ, he receives a new nature within, but the old nature is neither removed nor reformed. For this reason there is a battle within. 
Pride is Satan's great sin, and it is one of his chief weapons in his warfare against the Saint and the Savior. God wants us to be humble; Satan wants us to be proud. God wants us to depend on His grace, while the devil wants us to depend on ourselves. Satan is the author of all "do-it-yourself" spiritual enterprises. 
Here then, are three enemies that want to turn us away from God: the world, the flesh, and the devil. These enemies are leftover from our old life in sin. Christ delivered us from them, but they still attack us. How can we overcome them? How can we be the friends of God and the enemies of the world, the flesh, and the devil? 
James gave us three instructions to follow: 
· Submit to God (v. 7) 
· Draw near to God (v. 8) 
· Humble yourselves before God (vs. 9-10) 
"Submit to God" is a military term that means "get into your proper rank." When a private in the army acts like a general, there is going to be trouble! Unconditional surrender is the only way to complete victory. If there is any area of life kept back from God, there will always be battles. The way to resist the devil is to submit to God. Submission is an act of the will. It is saying, "Not my will but thine be done." 
And how do we "Draw near to God?" By confessing our sins and asking for his cleansing. God graciously draws near to us when we deal with the sin in our lives that keep Him at a distance. He is a jealous God and will not share us with anyone else; He must have complete control. That's why the double-minded Christian can never be close to God. 
Humble yourselves before God. It is possible to submit to God outwardly and yet not be humble inwardly. God hates the sin of pride, and He will chasten the proud believer until he is humbled. We have a tendency to treat sin too lightly, even to laugh about it. But sin is serious, and one mark of true humility is facing the seriousness of sin and dealing with our disobedience. "A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise" (Psalms 51:17). 
If we obey these three instructions, then God will draw near, cleanse us, and forgive us - and the wars will cease! We will not be at war with God, so we will not be at war with ourselves. This means we will not be at war with others. 
( Planning for Tomorrow – God’s Will
James began chapter 4 talking about war with God, and he ended it talking about the will of God, but the two themes are related. When a believer is out of the will of God, he becomes a troublemaker and not a peacemaker. 
That God would have a plan for each of our lives is an obvious truth. He is a God of wisdom and knows what ought to happen and when it should occur. As a God of love, He desires the very best for his children. Too many Christians look on the will of God as bitter medicine they must take, instead of seeing it as the gracious evidence of the love of God. 
Here James points out three attitudes toward the will of God. Of course, only one is correct, the one that every Christian ought to cultivate. 
~ Ignoring God's Will - How foolish it is for people to ignore the will of God. It is like going through the dark jungles without a map, or over stormy seas without a compass. 
~ Disobeying God's Will - What happens to Christians who deliberately disobey the known will of God? They are chastened by a loving Father until they submit. If a professed believer is not chastened, it is evidence that he has never truly been born again. God's chastening is an evidence of His love, not His hatred. Though chastening is hard to take, it has the comforting truth of being a child of God. 
~ Obeying God's Will - The will of God is a living relationship between God and the believer. This relationship is not destroyed when the believer disobeys, for the Father still deals with His child, even if He must chasten him. 
The believer's relationship to the will of God is a growing experience. First, we should know His will. Everything in our lives is important to God, and He has a plan for each detail. 
Second, God wants us to understand His will. This is where spiritual wisdom comes in. A child can know the will of his father, but he may not understand his will until he is more mature. 
Third, we must also prove God's will. The Greek verb means "to prove by experience." We learn to determine the will of God by working at it. The more we obey, the easier it is to discover what God wants us to do. 
Finally, we must do God's will from the heart. The secret of a happy life is to delight in duty. When duty becomes delight, then burdens become blessings. When we do God's will from the heart, we are enriched, no matter how difficult the task might have been. The important thing is a heart that loves God and wants to do His will and glorify His name. 
What are the benefits of doing the will of God? For one thing, you enjoy a deeper fellowship with Jesus Christ. You have the privilege of knowing God's truth and seeing your prayers answered. 
Finally, James 5 and Talk about Money 
The fifth mark of a mature Christian is that he is prayerful in troubles. Instead of giving up when troubles come, the mature believer turns to God in prayer and seeks divine help. The immature believer trusts in his own experience and skill. 
James did not say it was a sin to be rich. Yet, he was concerned about the selfishness of the rich and advised them to "weep and howl." He gave three reasons for his exhortation. 
· The way they got their wealth, 
· The way the rich used their wealth, and 
· What their riches would do. 
( I don't want to spend time here on the Rich and their Money because I prefer to focus on the Power of Patience. 
James was still addressing the suffering saints when he wrote, "Be patient." This was his counsel at the beginning of his letter, and his counsel at the close. God is not going to right all the wrongs in this world until Jesus Christ returns, and we believers must patiently endure - and live with that expectation. 
James used two words for patience, long-tempered and endurance. Patience means "to stay put and stand fast when you'd like to run away.” So how can we as Christians practice patient endurance as we wait for the Lord to return? James gave three examples of patient endurance. 
~ The Farmer (5:7-9) - James pictured the Christian as a "spiritual farmer" looking for a spiritual harvest. He wants the "fruit of the Spirit" to grow, and the only way He can do it is through trials and troubles. We are "spiritual farmers" looking for a harvest. 
~ The Prophets (5:10) - The example of the prophets is encouraging by reminding us that God cares for us when we go through sufferings for His sake. Many of the prophets had to endure great trials and sufferings, not only at the hands of unbelievers, but at the hands of professed believers. 
The important thing is that, like the farmer we keep working, and like the prophets we keep witnessing, no matter how difficult the circumstances may be. 
~ And then, there is Job (5:11-12) - It is difficult to find a greater example of suffering than Job. Circumstances were against him. His wife was against him. His friends were against him, because they accused him of being a hypocrite. And it seemed like God was against him. Yet, Job endured! 
One of the purposes of suffering is the building of character. Certainly Job was a better man for having gone through his ordeals. James wanted to encourage us to be patient in times of suffering. 
( Finally, the Prayer of Faith 
Prayer is certainly a high and holy privilege. The mature Christian is prayerful in the troubles of life. Instead of complaining about his situation, he talks to God about it, and God hears and answers his prayers. "Taking it to the Lord in prayer" is certainly a mark of spiritual maturity. 
James encouraged us to pray by describing four situations in which God answers prayer. 
· Prayer for the Suffering, 
· Prayer for the Sick, 
· Prayer for the Nation, and 
· Prayer for those who Stray. 
James cited Elijah as an example of a "righteous man" whose prayers released power. I encourage you to read the story of Elijah in 1 Kings chapters 17-18 and his struggle with King Ahab, Queen Jezebel, and the worship of Baal. 
Elijah was a man just like us. He was not perfect. He became afraid and discouraged and ran away. But he was obedient to the Lord and trusted Him. Elijah prayed in faith because God told him He would send rain. Elijah not only believed in his prayers, he was persistent. "He prayed ... And he prayed again" (5:17-18). And God sent the rain. 
We need to pray that way, with deep belief and persistence. 
Can you see why I love the book of James? What a resource to share the practicality of a believer’s life and spiritual maturity. I hope James will be your “go to” book as well. 
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Ethics: rules of behavior based on ideas about what is morally good and bad.
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