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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Slow to Anger, Part 4
A Study of James 4:13-5:6
Characteristic of Completeness:  Humility
Big Idea:  Materialism will consume us.
Related Scriptures:  Proverbs 27:1; Matthew 6:19-34; 16:25-26; Luke 12:33;


1 Timothy 6:6-10, 17-19; Hebrews 13:5; James 1:9-11
Introduction:

A.
We’ve been studying our way through the book of James, and, in particular, we’ve spent the last three Sundays talking about anger.   Today we come to the last passage in which James tells how to deal with anger in the midst of tough times.  Our text begins in James 4:13 and ends in James 5:6.

B.
Before we dig into this text, let me briefly summarize what we’ve already learned about anger from James.  This will serve as an important context for our study today.
Early on, in  Chapter 1, Verse 19, James gives a three-point summary of how to deal with tough times.  He says,
NAU James 1:19 . . . everyone must be [first] quick to hear, [second] slow to speak and [third] slow to anger;

For most of the rest of the letter, James  expands on what he means by these three things in order.

1.
The expansion on being quick to hear begins in James 1:21.

2.
The expansion on being slow to speak begins in James 3:1.

3.
The expansion on being slow to anger begins in James 4:1.  This  expansion on anger has four parts.
a.
First, in  James 4:1-5, we learned that the process of anger can be divided into three steps.

(1)
Step One  begins with a desire in the heart of a person.  The desire itself is neither good nor bad; it just is.  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.  The goal may be legitimate or illegitimate.  As believers our goal should be to love God.  That includes obeying Him and wanting what He wants.  Any other goal is illegitimate and constitutes a kind of spiritual adultery.
(2)
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.

(3)
That leads to  the third and final step which is:  Deal with the obstacle.  This is where anger is expressed in 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.

We learned that, when the anger light comes on in Step Two, we should check under the hood.  That is, we should use the emotion of anger to trigger an examination of our own heart to check the legitimacy of our goal back in Step One.  
b.
Second, in  James 4:6-10, we learned that 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, but He gives grace to the humble.  Therefore, we should humble ourselves before God, surrendering our selfish goals.

c.
Third,  in James 4:11-12, we learned that, in the process of anger, when we encounter an obstacle, our natural response to the obstacle is to attack it with our words.  We want to judge it and destroy it and get it out of our way.  But, James says we are not to be unloving toward the perceived obstacle.  In judging other people our motive should be love, not revenge.
d.
Fourth  and finally, we come to our text for today, James 4:13 through 5:6, in which James tells us about one particular illegitimate goal that is a common struggle for us.  It’s the source of a lot of destructive anger.  It was a problem in the first century, and I am hard-pressed to think of a bigger problem in the American church today.  Let’s work through our text to discover what it is.

I.
In  Verse 13, James says,
NAU James 4:13 Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit.”
James seems to be addressing well-to-do merchants or business moguls in the church who might say something like this.  In this verse, James gets the attention of everyone who is out to make a buck, but he doesn’t yet identify the illegitimate goal.  It’s not wrong to plan.  It’s not wrong to be in business.  It’s not wrong to pursue a profit.  The problem seems to be somehow related to the pursuit of money, but we don’t yet know what the problem is.
II.
In  Verse 14, James says,
NAU James 4:14 Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away.
If we take this to be corrective, then we begin to learn a little something about the attitude of the businesspeople James is addressing.
A.
Apparently, they are  presumptuous.  They think they know what their life will be like tomorrow.  They feel that they are in control of things.  There is an air of  self-sufficiency.
B.
And apparently, they have an  inflated view of themselves.  They somehow think they are more than just a vapor.  They view this life as something more than just a temporary transition to life after death.  Their hopes and dreams seem to be focused on this life, as if this is all there is.  In this way, their attitude is  worldly.
III.
In  Verse 15, James says,

NAU James 4:15 Instead, you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and also do this or that.”

This reveals that the Lord’s will is not really a part of their goal.  They are not surrendered to God’s agenda; they are pursuing their own.  They are locked onto a  selfish target and God is not in view.
IV.
Then, in  Verse 16, James gets to the heart of the matter, saying,

NAU James 4:16 But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all such boasting is evil.
The people are  boastful and arrogant.  This is the pride James warns against earlier in this Chapter.  But this pride is focused on a particular goal.  Remember, these people are looking to make a profit.  Their pride is focused on money and the things money can buy.  The problem is materialism.  The problem is the prideful pursuit of money.  The pursuit of money is not the problem.  It’s the prideful pursuit.  What’s the difference?
A.
Well, for the believer, there’s nothing wrong with pursuing money as long as we’re doing it so that we can love God, so that we can serve Him more, so that we can be in a better position to do what He wants.

B.
But, the prideful pursuit of money does not have God in view.  It is therefore spiritually adulterous.  It is materialistic.  It only has self in view.  “Prideful” describes an attitude that is presumptuous, self-sufficient, inflated, worldly, selfish, boastful, and arrogant.
So, the key question goes  back to Step One in the process of anger.  What motivates us to pursue money?  What’s the ultimate goal?  Is it to serve the God of the Bible?  Or is it to serve the god of materialism?
Because materialism is a matter of motive, the correlation between materialism and wealth is not perfect.  For example, not all wealthy people are materialistic.  And some who are not wealthy can be very materialistic.  It’s a matter of the heart.  By the way, from a global perspective, all of us in this room are filthy rich.  The majority of people in the world have never had the luxury of a hot shower (Kasser, The High Price of Materialism, p. 58).
V.
In  Verse 17, James says,

NAU James 4:17 Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin.

The wording of Verse 17 describes a lifestyle more than a series of isolated events.  The verb,  “knows” is in the perfect tense, which describes something that has happened in the past that has ongoing effects.  We could translate it, “to the one who has known the right thing to do.”  The implication is that the people whom James is addressing have known the right thing to do for some time.  It’s not a mystery.  Also, the verb,  “does not do” is in the present tense, indicating this is an ongoing action.  We could translate it, “is not doing.”  As such, Verse 17 reads like this:  “to the one who has known the right thing to do and is not doing it, it is sin.”
This raises the question,  “What is the “right thing to do”?  If we let James speak for himself, it takes us back to  Verse 15 where he tells us what we ought to do.  According to James,

NAU James 4:15 . . . you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and also do this or that.”

This is not a prescription to mindlessly tack on the phrase, “the good Lord willin’” to all our plans.  Rather, it is to surrender our plans to the Lord’s will.  It is to subordinate our agenda to God’s agenda.  It is to humble ourselves before the Lord.  In fact,  humility is the key characteristic of completeness in Christ we’re studying.  To humble ourselves is to establish the love of God and the will of God as our goal, our top priority.  That’s the “right thing to do.”  And if we’ve known that this is the right thing to do and we’re not doing it, we’re sinning.

Apparently, the people to whom James originally wrote, knew the right thing to do but many were choosing instead to pursue the god of materialism.

VI.
And the result of this sin is destructive.  In fact, this brings us to the big idea of my message.  Here it  is:  Materialism will consume us.  In Chapter 5, James takes on a prophetic voice in describing the destructiveness of materialism.  It seems his view is broadened to include believers and unbelievers alike who are all adversely affected by the prideful pursuit of wealth.
A.
In  James 5:1-3, he says materialism will not ultimately satisfy the desire of our hearts.  Rather, it will bring misery and pain and emptiness in the end.  He says,
NAU James 5:1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are coming upon you.  2 Your riches have rotted and your garments have become moth-eaten.  3 Your gold and your silver have rusted; and their rust will be a witness against you and will consume your flesh like fire. It is in the last days that you have stored up your treasure!
Materialism will consume us.

B.
 When we establish materialism as our goal and god, we objectify people.  People become things to be used and manipulated to enhance our luxurious lifestyle.  And when they become obstacles to our goal, people—even righteous people—are objects to be cheated or abused or destroyed as necessary.  But the Lord sees this wrong, and He won’t let it go; God will see to it that materialism will not pay in the end.  Materialism will consume us.  That’s what James is saying in  Verses 4 through 6:
NAU James 5:4 Behold, the pay of the laborers who mowed your fields, and which has been withheld by you, cries out against you; and the outcry of those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth.  5 You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of wanton pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter.  6 You have condemned and put to death the righteous man; he does not resist you.

Materialism will consume us.

C.
 The destructiveness of materialism is a biblical idea increasingly borne out in modern secular research.   Tim Kasser is Associate Professor of Psychology at Knox College.  He has done a good deal of research on materialism and has written a book, published in 2002, titled The High Price of Materialism.  It’s not written from a Christian perspective, but I commend it to you.  Let me give you some of Kasser’s findings and relate them to the things we’ve learned in James.
1.
Kasser contends that we all have  four sets of psychological needs or desires (Kasser, 24-25).
a.
The  first set of needs involves the desire for safety, security, and sustenance.
b.
The  second set of needs involves the desire for competence and esteem.

c.
The  third set of needs involves the desire for connectedness, belonging, and intimacy with others.

d.
The  fourth set of needs involves the desire for increased freedom and more opportunities to experience life.

2.
Kasser contends that  materialism is perceived as a way to get these needs or desires met.  People believe that their desires will be fulfilled by the accumulation of more and more things.  In the  language of our biblical process of anger, these sets of needs may correspond to the desires or pleasures James mentions in James 4:1.  And materialism is the illegitimate goal we lock onto to satisfy these legitimate desires.
3.
But Kasser’s research demonstrates that materialism does not satisfy (Kasser, 57, 59).  He says, “Even the successful pursuit of materialistic ideals turns out to be empty and unsatisfying” (Kasser, 43).  For example, Americans now earn twice as much in today’s dollars as they did in 1957.  That means that, even adjusting for inflation, American incomes have collectively doubled since 1957.  In my lifetime, Americans have become twice as wealthy.  So we should be twice as happy, right?  Wrong.  Over the same time period, contentment has declined.  We’re twice as rich, but not as happy (Kasser, 3).  Materialism does not satisfy.
4.
Not only is materialism unsatisfying, it is destructive.  First, it is self-destructive.  Research demonstrates that those who strongly value the pursuit of wealth and possessions experience lower psychological well-being (Kasser, 5).  Materialistic teens do not function as well in school, or on the job, or in extracurricular activities, and they are more likely to vandalize, skip school, and carry weapons.  Materialistic students are more likely to be narcissistic, get drunk, smoke marijuana, do hard drugs, and be sexually promiscuous (Kasser, 12-13).  Materialistic adults in America experience more headaches, backaches, sore muscles, and sore throats (Kasser, 11).  And materialistic adults are less satisfied with their lives, less satisfied with their family, less satisfied with their income, less satisfied with their friends, and less satisfied with how much fun they have relative to those who aren’t as materialistic (Kasser, 18-20).
I’m no psychologist, but I wonder if these self-destructive patterns come from anger turned inward.   One thing we have yet to explore is the possibility that we can view ourselves as obstacles to our own materialistic goal fulfillment.  We can get angry at ourselves for not being as successful as we think we should be.  And this anger turned inward can manifest itself in the self-destructive patterns that Kasser reports.  Materialism will consume us.
5.
Materialism also takes its toll on interpersonal relationships in general.  When our goal is the prideful pursuit of wealth, we tend to view people as objects, many of whom become obstacles to our goal and the focus of our anger.  Kasser  says,
. . . the extent to which individuals focus on materialistic pursuits affects the way they interact with other people . . .  other people become reduced to objects, little different from products that may be purchased, used, and discarded as necessary . . .  when consumption, possessions, and money become our primary aims, we become less concerned with fully understanding others’ subjective experience, feelings, and desires.   Instead, others become objects and thus lose value as people.  In the materialist mindset, people exist largely to reflect well on ourselves and to be used and manipulated to obtain what we want (Kasser, 67-68).
Materialism will consume us.

6.
 Not surprisingly, marriages are also adversely affected by materialism.  The prideful pursuit of wealth inhibits intimacy.  Kasser  says,
Imagine that you are married to a person who is strongly committed to materialistic values.   On the basis of research . . . we can expect that your spouse may not care as much as you might hope about expressing his or her appreciation for you, about helping you, or about being loyal, responsible, honest, and forgiving.   In addition, your spouse is probably not especially inclined to try to understand your point of view or to be very generous.   When conflicts occur, your spouse may be somewhat aggressive, manipulative, and distrustful.   Finally, you might have the sense that your spouse is using you to help bolster his or her self-esteem or to get ahead in life (Kasser, 87).

Materialism will consume us.

7.
 Materialism even corrupts our parenting.  When we’re wrapped up in the prideful pursuit of possessions, we end up teaching our children to be materialistic.  Kasser  says,
To the extent we work long hours to maintain a materialistic lifestyle, we spend less time with our children.   I am not talking here about the many people who must work two jobs to feed, clothe, and shelter their families.   I refer to those of us who work long hours to fulfill less basic needs, such as two new minivans in the garage of our 2,500-square-foot house.   When children see such behavior, they also see that work, money, and possessions are of great importance, perhaps of more importance than family.

 Many parents I speak with feel guilty about the long hours they work and the impact this has on their children.   Unfortunately, the way that they sometimes compensate only adds fuel to the materialistic fire:  they express their love and assuage their guilt by buying gifts for their kids.   Video games and stylish sneakers can never replace hugs and time spent together, however.   What’s more, such purchases have the added effects of allowing material goods to infiltrate the relationships with children and of reinforcing the consumer message that love is truest when money is spent (Kasser, 89).
Materialism will consume us.

8.
 Our culture—or what the Bible calls “the world”—does not help us with materialism.  In fact, our culture in general and Satan in particular is the “pusher” who encourages our addiction.  That’s why James has earlier warned us not to be friends with the world.  One study indicates that the average American is exposed to 3,000 advertisements a day (Goldman, Educational Forum, vol. 60, Winter 1996, quoted by Schlessinger, The Ten Commandments, p. 306).  Everyday we are bombarded with marketing and social messages that suggest that we won’t be happy unless we get more.  And we’re buying it.  Americans are working more hours outside the home than ever before (Kasser, xii).  Why?  So we can get more.
Feel unsafe on the road or in your home?  Buy the right tire or lock.  Worried that you will die young?  Eat this cereal and take out insurance from that company just in case.  Lawn look bad in comparison with your neighbor’s?  Buy this lawnmower and fertilizer.  Can’t get a date?  Buy these clothes, this shampoo, and that deodorant.  No adventure in your life?  Take this vacation, buy that sport utility vehicle, or subscribe to these magazines (Kasser, 26).

The American Academy of Pediatrics reports that the average American child sees over 20,000 television commercials each year (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2001, Television and the Family).  I figured this out.  If the 20,000 television commercials average 30 seconds each, it’s the equivalent of sending our kids to a three-week summer camp on materialism where everyday for eight hours a day, they’re taught to be dissatisfied with what they have and to want more.  And the curriculum for the camp is provided by advertising professionals.  My purpose is not to demonize advertising or marketing professionals.  I myself was in marketing research for 15 years.  I just want you to realize that every promotional message has an agenda, and it’s usually not to promote godly values.  Listen to the perspective of one president of an advertising agency.  She  says,
Advertising at its best is making people feel that without their product, you’re a loser.   Kids are very sensitive to that.  If you tell them to buy something, they are resistant.  But if you tell them they’ll be a dork if they don’t, you’ve got their attention.   You open up emotional vulnerabilities and it’s very easy to do with kids because they’re emotionally vulnerable (Nancy Shalek, president of Shalek Advertising Agency quoted by Ron Harris, “Children Who Dress For Success,” Los Angeles Times, November 12, 1989).

 It is no wonder that studies show that the more we watch television, the more dissatisfied we tend to become with our lives (Kasser, 54-55).  Did you catch that?  Research shows that the more we watch television, the more dissatisfied we become.
Why?  Because we watch and we compare.  Often we see programs featuring artificially enhanced people living artificially enhanced lives.  And the programs are punctuated by commercials that suggest we’re losers unless we buy ourselves some artificial enhancement.  No wonder we’re dissatisfied.

Materialism will consume us.

9.
As we consider all the modern data concerning the destructiveness of materialism, the ancient voice of James rings prophetically  true:
NAU James 5:1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are coming upon you.
Materialism will consume us.

VII.
What can we do about this?
A.
I invite you to tune into and evaluate the materialistic messages all around you this week.  Sometimes we lose the awareness that we’re swimming in a culture of materialism.  If you have children at home, perhaps you could involve them in the process of heightening awareness.
1.
If there’s a television program you like to watch, maybe you could watch it together and record it at the same time.  Afterwards, maybe you could review the program and the commercials.

a.
What messages are being conveyed?  What’s the agenda?
b.
How do the messages compare to what the Bible says?  What’s the truth?
c.
What do the actors look like?  Are they artificially enhanced?  How so?  How many have acne?  Or midriff bulge?  Or braces?  If the actors don’t look like a cross-section of people you’d find at the grocery store, why not?  What’s the message?  What’s the agenda?
d.
What about the lives portrayed?  Are they realistic?  Look at the jobs and the homes and the clothing and the cars people have.  What’s the message?  What’s the agenda?
e.
What values are being promoted?  What kind of thinking is being modeled?  Is it true?  Is it biblical?  Is humor being used as the sugar that makes the deception go down easier?
2.
On the way to work or school, maybe you could count the number of messages you receive that encourage you to buy something or do something.  From the radio.  From billboards.  From advertising on buses.  From signs on storefronts.  From bumper stickers.

3.
And when you go to the grocery store, ask yourself why they put the stuff you buy most often in the back of the store?  Why would they want you to walk through the all the displays of merchandise just to get to the milk?  What’s the agenda?

B.
If you find that, in some measure, you struggle with materialism, maybe you could try to do some things to avoid temptation.
1.
If you struggle with alcohol, wouldn’t it be wise for you to avoid bars?  Similarly, if you struggle with materialism, perhaps it would be wise to avoid the things and places that promote it.  That might include limiting your exposure to television.  Or limiting your trips to the mall.  Or limiting your involvement with eBay.  Or limiting your subscriptions to certain magazines.
2.
Maybe you could try changing the way you give gifts on birthdays or Christmas.  Maybe you could try giving gifts that you cannot buy—gifts of written affirmation or service or hand-made expressions of love.  If that wouldn’t go over well in your family, ask yourself why not.
C.
Maybe you could do a materialism audit—perhaps with your spouse—for the purpose of radically simplifying your life.  Do we really need all this stuff?  Do we really need these cars?  Do we really need this job?  Do we really need this house?  Do we really need these subscriptions?  Do we really need these memberships?

D.
I invite you to let James hold up a mirror to your own heart.  What do you see?  What is your goal?  Do you see some materialism there?  If so, I encourage you to humble yourself before the Lord.  Confess.  Repent.  Ask forgiveness.

Materialism will consume us.  But our God will exalt us when we humbly surrender our materialism and seek God alone as our highest goal.
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