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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Slow to Anger, Part 2
A Study of James 4:6-10
Characteristic of Completeness:  Humility
Big Idea:  Cry uncle to the Father.
Related Scriptures:  Proverbs 3:34; 2 Timothy 3:1-5; 1 Peter 5:5-7;


Hebrews 12:9; Ephesians 4:26-27; James 1:16-17; Hosea 12:6;

Revelation 3:20; Joel 2:12; Proverbs 10:23; Luke 18:9-14;


Philippians 2:3-11
Introduction:

A.
We have been studying our way through the book of James.  Lately, we’ve been talking about anger management.  Let me provide a little context for our study this morning.  The primary theme of the letter of James is:  How to deal with tough times.  James says that a big part of dealing with tough times is being slow to anger.  He tells us to be  slow to anger in James 1:19; then he  expands on what he means by that, beginning in James 4:1.

1.
Last Sunday, we studied James 4:1-5.  In the first part of that text, James explains the destructive process of anger.  The process of anger can be divided into three steps.
a.
Step One  begins with a desire in the heart of a person.  The desire itself is morally neutral.  It’s neither good nor bad; it just is.  It could be the need for love or acceptance that we all share.  It could be the need for significance or security.
In this first step, the person experiencing the desire focuses on a target or a goal as a means of fulfillment.  The person locks onto what is perceived to be the way to fulfill the desire.

That’s the first step in the process of anger.
b.
In Step Two,  an obstacle is encountered.  Something or more commonly someone gets in the way of goal fulfillment.  Someone blocks the goal.  This is where anger begins to be felt as an emotion.
c.
That leads to  the third and final step which is:  Deal with the obstacle.  This is where anger is expressed.  This is the response to the person who is blocking the goal.  This is where anger translates into action against the obstacle.  And this is where anger can be so destructive.
2.
In dealing with anger, James says we need to understand that the source of the problem is at Step One, with our “pleasures” or our desire.  The problem is with our desire when it is locked onto a goal.  So, when we find ourselves at Step Two, experiencing the feeling of anger in the face of an obstacle, we need to stop.  We need to stop before proceeding to Step Three.  We need to stop and go back to Step One to evaluate the legitimacy of our goal.  When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.  We need to treat the feeling of anger like a red light on the dashboard of our car.  When the light comes on, we should pull over and check under the hood to see what’s going on inside.  In particular, we need to check our goal.

We need to see if our goal is to love God.  As believers, our goal is to love God.  Loving God is much more than a feeling.  It includes listening to God, following God, obeying God, and wanting what He wants.  If our goal is anything other than loving God, we’re in trouble.  In fact, chasing anything other than God is spiritual adultery that puts us against God because He is jealous for our affections.  Our anger can be symptomatic of cheating on God, and that’s a big deal because God demands our undivided faithfulness to Him.
That’s what we learned last Sunday.

B.
This  leaves us with a big question that we only touched on last week.  What do we do when we check under the hood and find that we are pursuing a selfish goal?  What do we do when we check under the hood and discover that the source of our anger has nothing to do with loving God; rather, we’re angry because our selfish demands are not being met?  What do we do when we check under the hood and find that we’ve been committing spiritual adultery?
Let me raise some more specific examples:

1.
What do I do when I realize that I’ve been picking at my wife in an attempt to refine her social graces because she’s embarrassing to me?

2.
What do I do when I realize that I’m angry at the performance of my kids because they make me look bad?

3.
What do I do when I realize I’m angry at my friend because he is such a winsome person that he’s getting the attention that I want?
4.
What do I do when I realize that I’m angry because I’m not making as much money as I think I should be at this stage in life?
5.
What do I do when I realize that I’m angry because I’m single and I’m desperate for a spouse?

6.
What do I do when I realize that I’m angry because I’m not as healthy, or smart, or attractive, or important, or well-liked as I want to be?
In all these examples, it’s all about me.  My goals are self-centered.  God is not in view.

C.
Our text today is James 4:6-10.  In it, James explains what we need to know and do when we check under the hood and find spiritual adultery.
I.
In Verse 6, James begins by telling us what we need to know.

A.
First he tells us that no matter how badly we’ve blown it, God’s grace is still available to us.  He  says,
NAU James 4:6 But He gives a greater grace. . . .

This is an important reminder.  The knowledge that God is a jealous God who is offended by our spiritual adultery raises questions.  Questions like, “Will He take me back?”  “Have I blown it so badly that He has no more grace for me?”

In answer to these questions, James is saying no matter how great our sin, God’s grace is greater.  His grace never runs out.  It’s always available to us.

B.
Nevertheless, the availability of God’s grace is contingent upon our humility.  Receiving God’s grace to restore our relationship with Him requires that we humble ourselves.  That’s the point James is making in  Verse 6 when he says,
NAU James 4:6 . . . Therefore it says, “GOD IS OPPOSED TO THE PROUD, BUT GIVES GRACE TO THE HUMBLE.”
I take  “it” to mean the Scriptures mentioned back in Verse 5.  Here James is quoting Proverbs 3:34, as indicated by the words in all caps.
The clause, “God is opposed to the proud” provides  a link to the previous context.  You may recall that James talks about an oppositional relationship between God and us back in Verse 4.  He says that we put ourselves at odds with God when we pursue friendship with the world.  He says,
NAU James 4:4 You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God?
The world represents a self-absorbed, self-focused, self-obsessed way of thinking.  To be friends with the world means to adopt the world’s selfish way of thinking.  It is to have goals that leave God out.  It is to be spiritually adulterous.  God is opposed to such friendship with the world.

And, according to Verse 6, God is opposed to the proud.  God’s opposition to  both pride and friendship with the world mentioned in close context suggests that pride and friendship with the world go together.  This makes sense.  Pride says, “I do life on my own terms; I don’t need God to tell me what to do.”  Pride says, “No one call tell me what goals I should and should not pursue; this is my life and I’ll live it like I want to.”  Pride says, “I’m grabbing for all the gusto I can get, so don’t get in my way.”  When pride encounters an obstacle to its selfish goals, it gets angry.  Pride, anger, and selfish goals are interconnected.  In fact, we could say that “the world” is characterized by pride, anger, and selfish goals.

In  2 Timothy 3:1-4, the Apostle Paul describes a worldly perspective that people adopt.  I want you to notice how pride, anger, and selfish goals are woven together.  Paul says,
NAU 2 Timothy 3:1 But realize this, that in the last days difficult times will come. 2 For men will be lovers of self [pride], lovers of money [selfish goal], boastful [pride], arrogant [pride], revilers [anger], disobedient to parents [anger], ungrateful [anger], unholy [selfish goal], 3 unloving [selfish goal], irreconcilable [anger], malicious gossips [anger], without self-control [anger], brutal [anger], haters of good [selfish goal], 4 treacherous [anger], reckless [anger], conceited [pride], lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God [selfish goal]
You see, pride is a big part of our anger problem.  When the anger light comes on and we check under the hood, if we discover a selfish goal, pride is right there, too.  Pride is the character flaw that establishes selfish goals.

 God is opposed to the proud.  The grace of which James speaks is not available to the proud.  God’s got plenty of grace to give, but not to the proud.

It’s important to remember that James is writing to believers.  So at issue here is not God’s grace that saves us from hell.  That issue was settled once and for all the moment we believed in Jesus for eternal life.

The issue is the grace that enables our ongoing fellowship with God.  Let me explain.  I’ve mentioned before that the Bible uses a marital metaphor to describe the relationship between God and His people.  For example, in the Old Testament, in Isaiah 54:5-6, it says,
NAU Isaiah 54:5 “For your husband is your Maker, Whose name is the LORD . . . 6 For the LORD has called you, Like a wife . . .”
Also, the New Testament describes Jesus as the Groom and all believers as the Bride.  When we simply believe in Jesus for eternal life, we are spiritually united with Christ in marriage, and that bond can never be broken.  God will never divorce us.  He will surely take us to our heavenly home one day.
But if, as believers, we continue to pridefully cheat on God, if we continue to pursue our own selfish and adulterous goals, if we continue to ignore the anger light, never checking under the hood, we can expect a chilly relationship with God.  If we’re running around on God, we shouldn’t be too surprised to find that He changes the lock on the door of fellowship with Him in this life.

God has plenty of grace available to restore intimacy to the relationship, but only if we humble ourselves before Him.  “God gives grace to the humble.”  Indeed  the characteristic of completeness in Christ that we’re focusing on today is humility.
II.
But exactly how do you humble yourself?  When you check under the hood and find pride and selfish ambition, what do you do?  We have seen that James introduces the idea of humbling yourself in  Verse 6.  Then he repeats the idea down in  Verse 10, saying,

NAU James 4:10 Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord . . .

This is a literary framing device known as an inclusio in which the repetition of a word or phrase or idea marks the beginning and end of a unit of thought.  In between the two book-end references to humbling ourselves, James tells us how to do it.  James tells us what we need to do to humble ourselves with a series of short, interrelated, rapid-fire commands.
A.
In  Verse 7, James says,
NAU James 4:7 Submit therefore to God. . . .

“Submit” is a translation of the Greek verb, who-pa-TAW-sew.  It is primarily a military term that means to rank under (Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, under “subject”).  It means to subject oneself to, or to be subordinated to, or to obey a higher authority (BDAG).  In this case, the higher authority is God.  James is calling us  to surrender our prideful pursuit of selfish goals and submit to God as the Lord of our lives.  Submission to God establishes love and obedience to God as our primary goal.
Let me give you an example of how this can work.  Let’s say you are in the midst of a tough time right now.  The hardship may involve your finances, your marriage, your health, your job, or whatever.  In the midst of your hardship, you notice that your anger light is on.  It could be the piercing bright light of intense anger.  Or it could be the soft red glow of an abiding bitterness.  So you check under the hood.  You examine your heart before God to see what’s going on.  You check to see what your real goal is.
Lo and behold, you may find that what’s uppermost in your affections is yourself, not God.  Selfish pride is under the hood and it’s targeting the wrong goal.  Maybe the goal is to experience the comfort and prestige of wealth.  Maybe the goal is to change your spouse into somebody you’d like better.  Maybe the goal is to be pain-free physically.  Maybe the goal is to look good.  Maybe the goal is just to feel good, to feel happy.
It’s not wrong to enjoy these things; but it’s adulterous to enthrone them.  When these goals are uppermost in your affections, the anger light is going be on an awful lot because wealth is elusive, changing others is not in your power, life is full of pain, appearance is flawed and fading, and the world is not always a happy place.
So there you are, angry and staring under the hood at your pride.  You’ve been driving hard, and suddenly you realize you’re not really getting anywhere.  It’s just stop-and-go and road rage.  You’re exhausted.  You’ve been in bed with the world, and it doesn’t satisfy.  So what do you do?

You give up.  You drop your selfish goals.  You surrender to God.  You submit yourself to the Lord.  You cry uncle to the Father.  In fact that’s the big idea of this  message:  Cry uncle to the Father.  To cry uncle is an idiom for giving up.  To cry uncle is to surrender.  That’s what it means to submit.
You see, God uses trials to complete us, and God can use our own angry striving to help us see the prideful darkness of our own hearts.  And God won’t let up until we give in; He loves us too much.  He uses our fiery circumstances as a refinery to identify and remove the impurities in our hearts.  So cry uncle to the Father.
B.
James finishes  Verse 7 by issuing a closely related command.  He says,
NAU James 4:7 . . . Resist the devil and he will flee from you.

A lot could be said about resisting the devil.  I want to focus primarily on something James has already said about it.  The Bible describes the devil as the father of lies.  The devil is a deceiver.  How does the devil deceive us in the process of anger?  I believe the devil deceives us into thinking that we must pursue our selfish goals; otherwise, we will be devastated.  The devil deceives us into thinking that we must get more money, we must change our spouse, we must have that boyfriend, we must be pain-free, we must look good, we must feel good, we must be happy, and we must get these things for ourselves because nobody else is looking out for us.

But it’s a lie.  We need just one thing:  God.  God is all we need because God is looking out for us.  God has promised to take care of us when we make it our goal to love and obey Him.  God gives us every good thing and every perfect gift that we need when we love and obey Him.  That’s the point of  James 1:16-17, where James says,
NAU James 1:16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. 17 Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.

Satan is trying to deceive us; therefore, we should resist him.  The devil has no good thing to give us.  He has no perfect gift.  God’s got all the good stuff.  And by His “greater grace” all the good and needful stuff is available to us when God is uppermost in our affections, when loving Him is our highest goal, when we humble ourselves before Him.
C.
And so, it is quite logical for James to speak of this reciprocal relationship we have with God in  Verse 7.  He says,
NAU James 4:8 Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. . . .

To draw near to God is a figure of speech for pursuing a closer relationship with Him.  It is to turn our hearts toward God and away from every competing idol.  Drawing near to God is what the prophet Hosea commands in  Hosea 12:6, saying
NAU Hosea 12:6 Therefore, return to your God, Observe kindness and justice, And wait for your God continually.

And when we return to God, when we draw near to Him, He comes to us that we might enjoy a restored relationship and renewed intimacy.  Jesus says in  Revelation 3:20,

NAU Revelation 3:20 “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me.”
This is not a verse about asking Jesus into your heart so you can be saved from hell.  This is about God drawing near to His people when they humble themselves and open up to His lordship over their lives.  It’s about fellowship with God.

D.
Humbling ourselves involves drawing near to Jesus, opening the door of fellowship with Him.  But there’s  more.  In drawing near, we’re going to have to take care of some important business.  We’re going to have to acknowledge and confess our own unfaithfulness.  We’re going to have to own up to our own spiritual adultery.  And we’re going to have to turn away from our sin in repentance.  In  Verse 8, James says,
NAU James 4:8 . . . Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded.

To “cleanse your hands” is to change your behavior.  It is to stop sinning.  To “purify your hearts” is to change your motives.  It is to stop being double-minded.  To be double-minded is to have one eye on God and the other on your selfish goal.  To be double-minded is to have divided loyalties and divided goals.  To be double-minded is to be spiritually adulterous.  God won’t put up with it.  He wants you to love Him with all your heart and all your mind, not just the leftovers.
E.
And, as part of humbling ourselves before God, we need to recognize just how ugly our spiritual adultery really is.  We need to see just how badly we have cheated on God.  And we need to grieve over it.  In  Verse 9, James says,
NAU James 4:9 Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy to gloom.

I was thinking about making this the theme verse for our church, putting it on our letterhead and the sign out front. ( Instead of “one generation to another” our slogan could be, “be miserable with us.”  It’s probably not a good marketing idea.  But it’s the truth about how we humble ourselves before God.
James is not against laughter and joy.  In fact, the life of a believer in close fellowship with God is characterized by joy.  Joy is one of the fruits of the Spirit within us.

But the laughter and joy James is talking about here is different.  James is talking about the laughter and joy of a fool.  Proverbs  10:23 says,
NAU Proverbs 10:23 Doing wickedness is like sport to a fool . . .

Cheating on God can be fun for awhile.  Spiritual adultery can be enjoyable for a season, bringing foolish laughter and joy.  A part of our humility is seeing just how badly we’ve played the fool.  Joel  2:12 says,

NAU Joel 2:12 “Yet even now,” declares the LORD, “Return to Me with all your heart, And with fasting, weeping and mourning;”

Our God is not a cowardly, permissive parent who winks at our unfaithfulness.  Our God is a jilted Lover.  Our God is a wounded Spouse who is jealous for our affections.  He is ready to give grace, but only to those who humble themselves before Him.
F.
Finally, James says in  Verse 10,
NAU James 4:10 Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.

This does not sound right to me.  I get the first part about humbling ourselves.  But I think maybe James made a mistake on that last part about God exalting us.  We commit spiritual adultery, then humble ourselves before God, and He exalts us?  That can’t be right.  What jilted lover would do that?

Maybe there is some controversy about whether the word,  “exalt” is really a part of the original text.  Maybe this is some scribal error.  Maybe some ancient marketing guy got carried away.
But I looked it up.  There is no controversy.  No one disputes the presence of the word, “exalt.”  It’s in all the manuscripts.  Nobody slipped it in.  That’s what James wrote.
Well then maybe “exalt” is one of those words that has a bunch of different meanings, and maybe you have to be a Greek scholar to understand that “exalt” doesn’t really mean “exalt.”   Maybe “exalt” means “punish.”  That would make sense.  Or maybe “exalt” means “make you pay.”  That would be fair.  Or maybe “exalt” means “put you on probation.”  That sounds reasonable.  Or maybe “exalt” means “give you one more chance.”  That would be more than fair.

But I looked it up.  “Exalt” doesn’t mean any of these things.  It means  to honor,  to uplift,  to raise high,  to make great,  to elevate,  to dignify,  to encourage.  That’s what God does for us, in the wake of our spiritual adultery, when we humble ourselves before Him.  This is amazing grace!
Will you take a moment to check under to hood to see what’s going on?  Will you examine your heart before God to see what’s there?  Let’s humble ourselves in the presence of the Lord.  Let’s cry uncle to the Father.
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