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Discover ways to confirm our friendship with God by walking in His ways and not the ways of the world.   



WHO IS YOUR BEST FRIEND?   
James 4:1-17 

 
 A well-known Aesop’s fable about friendship tells a story about a man who wished to 
purchase a Donkey, and decided to give the animal a test before buying him. He took the Donkey 
home and put him in the field with his other Donkeys.  The new Donkey strayed from the others 
to join the one that was the laziest and the biggest eater of them all.  Seeing this, the man led him 
back to his owner. When the owner asked how he could have tested the Donkey in such a short 
time, the man answered, "I didn't even need to see how he worked. I knew he would be just like 
the one he chose to be his friend." 

The moral of the story is often quoted as “We are judged by the company we keep.” We 
might want to make the useful distinction that while a person is apt to be judged by the company 
he (or she) keeps, that doesn't mean you have to choose to be like the company you keep.  You 
can certainly be around people and be associated with them and not become like them.  A good 
example would be a missionary or people with whom you might work who do not share your 
outlook on life.  But notice that Aesop was very specific in saying “the one he chose to be his 
friend” which was more than just being in the same company.  We can’t always choose our 
associates but we do choose our friends.  
What are the distinctions that someone could notice regarding a person whom you would 
choose to be your friend?  Your answer might include such things as “likes the same things I 
like,” “shares the same value system as I share,” or “has my best interest at heart.”   

 
If we think back to the Aesop story, a key difference that the buyer was looking for in the 

donkey was whether it would be responsible or irresponsible.  Irresponsibility characterizes the 
life of many people today.  We think of children as expected to be somewhat irresponsible; 
however, we anticipate that they will gain or take-on more responsibility as they mature.  What 
we are seeing in our society is the result of immaturity of mind, emotion and wills of those who 
have made the chronological journey from childhood into adulthood.  Immaturity is 
characterized by uncontrolled desires, quarreling and fighting, caustic criticism, and presumption 
about the future.  Our society is geared to an ever increasing “want level.”  We want more and 
more things.  We think we need a bigger house, a faster computer, a more luxurious car, a 
younger wife, or a more handsome husband.  The lifestyle of many is characterized by greed.  
This greed is fed by media advertising that creates dissatisfaction within.  We are driven to 
eliminate the gap between where we are and where we think we should be.  Most of us will use 
our creative talents to determine a way to solve this problem.  Usually we work harder or smarter 
and this produces what we call progress.  If, on the other hand, we are not guided by any 
absolutes of right and wrong, then it is likely that methods using force or unethical practices will 
be used. 
 
When Separation is Needed - Reject Worldly Behavior 
What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you?  You want 
something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do 
not have, because you do not ask God.  When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that 
you may spend what you get on your pleasures.  You adulterous people, don't you know that friendship with the 
world is hatred towards God?  Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do 
you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely?   James 4:1-5 NIV 



 
Another word for fights and quarrels is “conflicts.”  All of us have conflicts.  While some 

of the conflicts we experience are external (between us and other people), most of the conflicts 
we have are internal.  These internal conflicts arise from a disparity in what we would like to be 
and do and what we are and do.  The word “desires” or “lusts” used in the first verse literately 
means “pleasures.”  We might be surprised to learn that some of the external conflicts are 
spillovers from the internal conflicts we have.  This is not always the case.  There are situations 
in which conflicts arise simply because we need to oppose what is happening because it is 
wrong. 

Like most things we encounter, conflict can be both good and evil.  Conflict is good 
when it causes us to recognize we are not where we should be in our relationships with God and 
with each other.  Conflict can also be destructive if it is simply one person trying to win at the 
expense of someone else.  Unhealthy conflicts can result in overt fighting and quarrels.  We see 
these results in interpersonal relationships, families, communities, churches, political groups, 
businesses, and between nations. 

If destructive conflicts arise from a perceived disparity in what we have and our hearts’ 
desire, then conflict resolution should start with an examination of that desire and the methods 
available to us for closing the gap or eliminating the disparity.  One of the simplest ways to 
obtain something is to just ask for it.  To whom should we direct such requests?  Rephrasing the 
question, we might ask, “Who is the source of every good and perfect gift?”  The obvious answer 
is God is that Source.  When we ask God for something, He is more interested in why we want it 
than in what we want.  The attitudes of our hearts and our relationships with Him and our fellow 
man are issues of importance to God and should be to us.  If we are simply imitating the world 
— greed, inordinate desire, pride, etc. — then we know we cannot expect a loving heavenly 
Father to give us anything that would feed such an attitude. 

In the Old Testament, when Israel went the way of the world, God considered it 
“adultery.”  James is blunt in his warning of the consequences of Christians attempting to live 
the way the world lives.  The basic problem is that Kingdom principles and worldly principles 
are not compatible.  There can be no detente with the world system.  Just as a person cannot be 
married to two people and be loyal to both, a person cannot buy into the principles of the world 
and the principles of the Kingdom of God at the same time.  This is essentially the same 
argument James made with regard to having a tree that produces olives and figs - it is not logical 
that you can love and embrace the ways of the world and not be at odds with what God desires. 

The “old nature” or the natural human spirit is motivated by greed and envy.  It is driven 
by natural appetites and not supernatural or spiritual values.  For the Christian, God provides 
means to overcome this tendency.  If being a Christian means that you have died to self by the 
Cross of Christ and you have been born again by the Spirit of God, then you are dead to those 
things that used to motivate the natural human spirit.  God provides the grace; however, we must 
cooperate with God in what He is attempting to do by participating in His provisions.  This 
participation requires that we come under the Lordship of Christ and not attempt to function 
under the dominion of the way of the world. 

The comments regarding verse five have assumed that James is writing about the “natural 
human spirit” and not about the indwelling Holy Spirit we have as Christians.  If you compare 
various translations and commentaries, you will find more of these that lean toward the “Holy 
Spirit” option.  The context of the passage does not appear to support that option.  First of all, 
this verse is a summary statement that more or less explains why there are problems with 



conflicts and our trying to do things in a worldly way.  Things happen that way because the 
natural human spirit is “hard wired” for destruction and conflict.  Young’s Literal Translation 
renders this verse as follows: 

‘To envy earnestly desireth the spirit that did dwell in us.’ 
Since this is a literal rending, we might restate it as follows: 

‘The spirit that did dwell in us earnestly desires to envy’ 
 

Notice the past tense of the verb used here - the spirit that DID dwell in us.  Also, it is 
instructive to look a bit closer at the meaning of the Greek word that is translated as “envy” in 
this verse.  The word is “phthonos” and comes from the Greek word “phtherio” which is 
typically translated “corrupt” and means to defile or be depraved.  So what James is saying is “It 
is not surprising that we have fighting or conflict because the natural human spirit is attracted or 
drawn to corruption and depravity.”  On the face of it, it sounds quite bleak; however, there is 
hope which we see in the very next verse that tells us that God’s grace is greater than all our sins 
that spring from this fallen nature. 
 
When Submission Is Needed - Draw Near to God 
But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 
Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and he will come 
near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.  Grieve, mourn and wail. 
Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom.  Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you 
up.  (James 4:6-10) NIV 
 

Submitting ourselves to God is the key to victory in the Christian life.  Only those who 
are humble will do this.  God has given us the power to overcome the world, the flesh and the 
devil.  It seems like such a simple formula: resist the devil and God has promised that the devil 
will run away.  Look closely at our responsibility in this matter.  It starts with submission to the 
will of God.  If we are not walking in the will of God, then resisting the devil may be a futile 
exercise.  After we have resisted, then we need to draw closer to God.  The closer we come to 
God the more we realize the need for His work in us to purify us and to complete the 
transformation of our very being by the renewing of our minds.  We cannot do this if we are full 
of pride.  We must recognize the complete inadequacy of our own ability and take on those 
characteristics Jesus described in the Sermon on the Mount (poor in spirit, those who mourn, the 
meek, etc.).  If we can truly see ourselves as we are when we are separated from God, then 
humility no longer becomes a problem. 
 
When Judging is Needed - Recognize God as Judge 
Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law 
and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it.  There is only one 
Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you--who are you to judge your neighbor?  (James 
4:11-12) NIV 
 

I would presume that James was referring to the “royal law” that he mentioned in chapter 
two and verse eight.  If you are walking in that law of “loving your neighbor as you love 
yourself,” then there is no room for slandering another person. 

Being critical of others is strong evidence of having a prideful attitude.  Humility and 
pride are as incompatible as the Kingdom of God and the way of the world.  If we recognize our 
position under God, then we can see that the disparity of who we are and what God intends us to 



be is so great that any disparity we see between ourselves and our neighbor pales into 
insignificance. 

We could take this discussion a step further and make the argument that if the person 
against whom the slander is directed is a “brother in Christ,” then we are speaking ill of one who 
has been justified by God and there we find that we are essentially sitting in judgment of God.  
That is not a good position in which to find ourselves. 
 
When God’s Guidance is Needed - Seek God’s Will 
Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business 
and make money."  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that 
appears for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do 
this or that."  As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil.   Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to 
do and doesn't do it, sins. (James 4:13-17) 
 

How can we plan apart from God who controls everything?  Such planning is more 
evidence of pride.  Most Christians do not realize they are either leaving God out entirely or 
including Him in as an afterthought.  If we try to live our lives as if God does not matter, then it 
is seen by God as evil.  Even if what we do seems to be charitable and good, if we are doing it on 
our own, then we cannot expect God to bless something from which He is excluded.  Most 
people think that if we do something that produces benefit (even if it is done for the wrong 
reason) that it is pleasing to God.  Such thinking is also evidence of pride.  We have no goodness 
apart from God. 

Doing what is right involves more than “what” is done.  “Why” we do “what” we do is 
also important.  God will judge what we do by the light He has given us.  We can recognize 
opportunities to do good works.  God intends for us to do these.  As He reveals to us such 
opportunities, then we must take action. 


