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James begins the 4th chapter of his letter with a pointed question: “What causes fights and quarrels among you?” (James 4:1)  And with that question James gets right to the heart of what authentic faith looks like, because if anything, authentic faith should make a difference in our relationships.  It should make a difference in how we as followers of Jesus relate to people in our neighborhoods, it should make a difference in how we relate to people in our families, and it should make a difference in how we relate to each other in the church.  If our faith is genuine, if our faith really works, then it has to make a positive difference in the way we talk to each other and the way we pray for each other and the way we relate with each other.
Let me share with you a tragic example of what it looks like when faith fails to make a difference in the relationships of a follower of Jesus.  Most of us are familiar with the Christian organization World Vision.  It’s a terrific organization; many of us sponsor children through World Vision.  World Vision was founded by Bob Pierce in 1950.  Let me give you a little of the background, and then tell you a bit more about the life and the relationships of Bob Pierce.
In 1947 Bob Pierce was working for Youth for Christ. The young evangelist set out to take the Gospel to China with only enough money to buy a ticket to Hawaii. On the way he met a teacher, who introduced him to a battered and abandoned child named White Jade. Unable to care for the child herself, this teacher asked Pierce, “What are you going to do about her?”  Pierce gave the woman his last five dollars and agreed to send the same amount each month to help the woman care for the child.  Pierce eventually made it to China, where thousands made public commitments as followers of Christ during four months of evangelistic rallies.  While there Pierce saw widespread hunger he had never seen before.  Pierce later wrote these words in the flyleaf of his Bible: “Let my heart be broken with the things that break the heart of God.”  Pierce then dragged a movie camera across Asia to take video of hungry kids, which he then showed to church audiences across North America. He asked for money to help children. He showed their faces and begged Christians to “adopt” one. In 1950 he incorporated this personal crusade as World Vision, an organization that has saved the lives of hundreds of thousands of children around the world.  Years later Pierce founded another organization we’re familiar with – Samaritan’s Purse, which sponsors Operation Christmas Child.
But when Bob Pierce died at the age of 64 in 1978 from leukemia, he died largely alone, alienated from every member of his immediate family.  Pierce was a driven man, constantly on the go expanding the ministry of World Vision around the world, and yet totally ignoring the needs of his own family.  Friends of the family said that Pierce’s wife – Lorraine – “knew deprivation of a different kind than those to whom her husband was ministering.”  On one occasion one of his daughters attempted suicide.  While recovering she phoned her father on one of his overseas trips to ask him to come home to see her.  “I just needed to feel Daddy’s arms around me,” she said.  His wife pleaded with Bob to come home for the sake of their daughter.  But he chose not to.  Instead of flying home, he booked a flight to Vietnam.  His daughter later wrote, “I knew he wouldn’t come.”  Some time later, that same daughter took her own life.
Bob’s relationship with the Board of World Vision ended as badly as it did with his family.  Bob was a driven man, and one with a temper that sometimes got the best of him.  His constant travels to under-resourced parts of the world understandably affected his health.  Against his wishes the Board put him on medical leave.  Later, when financial discrepancies could not be accounted for, Bob Pierce resigned from World Vision in a highly-charged Board meeting.  When he died, this man who had done so much good, a man of great faith and great passion, died at odds with those people he should have been the closest to.

That should not be our legacy as followers of Jesus.  If ours is a faith that works, it has to work in our relationships.  It has to enable us to be more loving, more patient, and more invested in the lives of those in our families and in our church.  
So let’s talk about how to make that happen, how to make sure that our faith works in our relationships.  James has a lot to say about that in this chapter. As we will see, he tells us four reasons our relationships get ruined, and then he tells us four steps we can take to turn things around.  

Four Reasons Our Relationships Become Ruined
Here’s the first reason our relationships become ruined – selfishness.  Here’s what James says:
What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?  You desire but do not have, so you kill.  You covet but you cannot get what you want, so 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. (James 4:1-3)  
Did you ever fight with your brothers or sisters growing up?  Of course you did.  So what caused those fights?  I can tell you what caused my fights with my two older brothers; it’s pretty simple – they were jerks.  I mean, you guys know me – could I be any nicer?  And I’ve always been nice, from the day I was born.  So clearly there can be no other explanation for the fights I had with my older brothers Jim and Dave than the obvious explanation that they were jerks, at least to me.
And even though you weren’t there when I was growing up, you know I’m lying.  Oh, there were times when my brothers were jerks, but we all understand there was far more to it than that.  You know it because you had your own fights with your brothers and sisters, and you know what those fights were about.  You wanted their stuff and they wanted your stuff.  Sometimes you asked to borrow their stuff.  Usually they said “no,” so what did you do?  You took it anyway, and when they found out they made you pay.
The truth is this – no one ever had to teach us how to be selfish.  We don’t need to include a class called “Selfishness 101” in preschool or kindergarten, because we are all born with the selfishness gene.  And as James points out, that selfishness gene even follows us into our prayers.  We don’t have what we want, he says, because we don’t ask God, but even when we do ask God for it, God doesn’t give it to us because our motive in asking is entirely selfish.

And today – the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church – is a great day to practice praying in a way that is totally unselfish.  Now please don’t hear me say that we should never pray for ourselves, or that we should never pray about our needs or even our wants.  God invites us, over and over again in Scripture, to bring all our needs and all our anxieties and all our requests to him.  But I have to admit that sometimes my prayers can be pretty selfish, that my prayers can become pretty much all about me.  But on a day like this, we get to practice praying in a way that is all about other people, people we’ve never met and will likely never meet until we meet them in heaven.  Today we get to pray for Christian brothers and sisters who have spent years in prison simply because they are Christians.  We get to pray for wives whose husbands have been killed, for children who have been disowned by their parents, for workers who have been fired from their jobs, all persecuted because of their faith.  

And what I’ve learned is that after I spend some time praying for people in that way, praying for people in those kinds of situations, the prayers I pray for myself are different.  There’s a different focus to my prayers, a different feel to them.  So let me encourage you to give that a try for a few days, especially this week.  First spend some time praying for the Christians in Ethiopia or in North Korea or in China.  And then pray about your needs and your family, and see if you don’t notice a difference in what you pray for and in how you pray.  
And by the way, prayer is one of the best ways to root out selfishness in a more general sense.  In fact, you might consider trying this with your kids the next time they have a fight.  One thing we had our kids do when they were younger and weren’t getting along is to have them sit across from each other and look at each other.  In fact, I think my wife made them sit knee to knee so they were touching.  But maybe try this – have them pray for each other, out loud, so the other one can hear them pray.  And no, they can’t pray, “Dear God, help Susie not to be such a jerk to me.”  Have them pray as best they can for their brother’s or sister’s well-being and health and happiness.  

And kids, when Mom and Dad aren’t getting along, maybe you make them do the same thing.  Make them sit knee to knee and pray out loud for their partner’s well-being and for their needs.  Selfishness will ruin our relationships, and as followers of Jesus we cannot let that happen.

Here’s a second reason our relationships become ruined – a secular value system.  Look at what James has to say next:

You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world means enmity against God?  Therefore, anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.  Or do you think Scripture says without reason that he jealously longs for the spirit he has caused to dwell in us.  But he gives more grace.  That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but shows favor to the humble.” (James 4:4-6)  

Even without a full understanding of what James means by some of these phrases, right out of the gate we know that this is serious business.  None of us wants to be an enemy of God, and yet that is just what we make of ourselves when we choose to become a “friend of the world.”  So what does that mean?  
Here’s what it doesn’t mean – James isn’t telling us that we shouldn’t be friends with the people in our world.  James isn’t saying that if you choose to be friends with the guys at the office or at the gym or in your neighborhood that you then become an enemy of God.  James’ brother Jesus set the example for us in this, didn’t he?  Do you remember the criticism that was leveled at Jesus? Here it is, in Jesus’ own words: “The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’” (Luke 7:34)  As followers of Jesus, we are mandated, not forbidden, to become friends of sinners; we are called to embrace those around us who are far from God.  But we’re not called to embrace all of their values.
Do you remember why tax collectors were considered such bad people in Jesus’ day?  It was because they were crooks.  Now Jesus loved the tax collectors and hung out with tax collectors; he even partied with tax collectors.  But he didn’t embrace or adopt their greed or their dishonesty.  He didn’t embrace their fixation on status.  James tells us that when we embrace the secular values of our society, the values of status and stuff and sex and self, that we become an enemy of God.  And it’s when we embrace and adopt those values as our own that we ruin our relationships.  Think again about the tax collectors.  The literature of that time tells us that no one was hated more than the tax collectors.  People hated them with great passion, because their values were completely out of whack and drove a wedge between them and everyone around them.  A secular value system will ruin our relationships, and will make us, James says, an enemy of God.
A third reason our relationships are ruined is slander.  James says it like this: “Brothers and sisters, do not slander one another.  Anyone who speaks against a brother or sister or judges them speaks against the law and judges it.” (James 4:11)  Here is the legal definition of slander, the definition that would be used in a court of law here in our own country:  “Slander is the oral communication of false statements that are harmful to a person’s reputation. Slander is an act of communication that causes someone to be shamed, ridiculed, held in contempt, lowered in the estimation of the community, or to lose employment status or earnings or otherwise suffer a damaged reputation.” And it’s easy to see why slandering someone would ruin a relationship.  If we say something that ruins another person’s reputation and exposes them to ridicule, we could understand why that other person might not want to be our close friend.  
And one thing about modern technology is that it’s made it so easy for us to cause harm to someone’s reputation.  We put in a blog, we write it down on Facebook, we send it out on a tweet, and before we know it this hurtful and untrue statement is damaging the reputations and relationships of people who are brothers and sisters in Christ.  You’ve seen it happen and so have I.  And we can’t let that happen.  If our faith is genuine, if it really works, it needs to make a difference in how we talk to each other and how we talk about each other.  
Let’s agree on two principles here and now on this issue.  First, before we say anything about each other to anyone, let’s ask ourselves this – is this true?  It’s OK for us to disagree with each other; there is nothing out of bounds about that.  It’s OK for us to criticize each other, when it’s handled lovingly and gently.  But let’s agree that before we say or write anything along those lines about anyone else, we will first make completely certain that what we’re about to say is absolutely true.  

Second, let’s agree on this – before we say anything about each other to anyone, or to each other, for that matter, let’s ask ourselves this – will this be helpful?  Paul writes it like this in one of his letters: “I have the right to do anything,” you say – but not everything is beneficial. “I have the right to do anything” – but not everything is constructive. (1 Corinthians 10:23)  Paul put it more positively in another letter when he wrote this: “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” (Ephesians 4:29)  Will this post or this tweet or this conversation be beneficial; will it be constructive?  Or am I doing this just because it will make me feel better to vent, or because I’m mad, or worse, because I just want to hurt this person?  When it comes to what we say to each other and what we say about each other, our faith should make a difference.
And quickly, here’s a fourth reason our relationships are ruined – stagnation.  To stagnate is to just sit there, to do nothing.  Notice how James ends this chapter: “If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them.” (James 4:17)  Sometimes the quickest way to ruin a relationship is to do … nothing.  Now this doesn’t mean that you need to bring dinner over to everyone who you hear is having a hard time.  But there will be times when God will prompt you to act, when God will put it on your mind and heart to call someone, and you don’t do it.  I’ve done it with my own two brothers.  For some reason God would put one of them on my mind, and I wonder how they’re doing, and I thought maybe I could encourage them, but then I got busy and distracted and before I know it a two months have gone by and I never bothered to call.  And James has a pretty harsh word for that – sin.  When there is a good thing I know I ought to do, and I choose not to do it, that, the Bible says, is sin.  And it can ruin a relationship every much as selfishness or secular values or slander.  If our faith really works, it should go to work when we know the good we ought to do.
Four Steps To Rectify Our Ruined Relationships
So how can we rectify relationships that have been left in ruins?  How is faith supposed to work relationally?  Briefly, here are four steps James mentions in chapter 4 that can help us redeem our broken relationships.

First, we need to recognize that we are a part of the problem.  I’m not saying we’re the only part; we may not even be the biggest part.  But while there is likely nothing we can do about the other person’s part in the problem, we can take responsibility for our part.  Remember how James started this chapter?  “What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” (James 4:1)  James is pretty pointed about this, isn’t he?  He doesn’t say, “Don’t worry; the quarrels aren’t your fault.  There’s nothing you can do about it.”  He just bluntly points the finger straight at us and says, “Hey, take a look inside.  You see those selfish impulses?  That’s the problem.  That’s why things are messed up.”  Again, the other person has the same issue, the same struggle with their own selfishness.  But nothing between the two of you is going to get any better until you take the time to recognize the part your own issues play in derailing your relationship.
Second, we need to resist the devil.  Now this sounds sort of odd, doesn’t it?  This seems to come right out of left field.  But here’s what James says: “Submit yourselves, then to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” (James 4:7)   What James wants us to understand is that Satan is very interested in ruining our relationships and in fact takes an active role in doing just that.  This isn’t the first time in this letter that James has pointed out the role of Satan.  Back in chapter 3, where James pointed out that wisdom of the world is diametrically opposed to the wisdom that comes from God, James said this: “Such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic.  For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.” (James 3:15-16)  
I know this sounds a little strange, but when I think back on some relationships of mine that have gone bad it occurs to me that something more than the usual relationship issues were at play.  In fact looking back it makes perfect sense to conclude that Satan was involved in ruining that relationship, that something demonic and evil clearly played a role in driving a wedge between people who should have been close to each other.  Otherwise I just scratch my head and say, “What’s that all about?  What happened?  How could that relationship get so messed up?”  And James says, “Resist the devil.  He’s involved in this.  He’s the father of lies and the author of confusion.  Resist him.”  Now James doesn’t spell out the specifics of how to do that; I wish that he did.  He seems to link resisting the devil with submitting to God, so it seems to involve a choice we make to carefully and consciously do things God’s way in every respect.  But if nothing else, James at least makes us aware that there are times when there is a demonic factor in relationships that have gone wrong.

Third, James challenges us to repent: “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 4:8-10)  Repent of what?  Well, to the degree we’ve given in to our selfish desires, we need to repent.  To the degree we’ve oriented our lives around secular values, we need to repent.  To the degree we’ve engaged in slander, we need to repent.  And to the degree we’ve been stagnant and apathetic in the face of need, we need to repent.  We need to take our sin seriously.  And when we do that, God is eager to offer us his grace: “God opposes the proud, but shows favor to the humble.”  Remember, God’s goal is never simply to make us feel bad.  It doesn’t make God happy to see us pout.  The point of repentance is change – God wants to change our behavior, to purify our hearts, and to redeem our relationships.  And for that to happen we have to first repent.
Fourth, James tells us to reach out.  This goes back to the last verse of the chapter where James writes, “If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them.”  Take action; take the initiative.  If there’s something you can do to heal the relationship, don’t wait for the other person to do something – you do something.  Paul says it like this: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18)  If it’s possible to redeem the relationship, if there’s something you can think to do, something you can think to try – try it.  No, it’s not all on you.  You can’t make the other person come to the table; you can’t make anyone talk to you or try to work things out.  But if it is possible, as far as it depends on you, reach out and give it your best effort to make peace.  If God prompts you to reach out in some way, then you need to reach out, and leave the results of your best efforts to God.  
If our faith is genuine, if our experience with Jesus is authentic, it should make a difference in our relationships.  This is where we as followers of Jesus should really shine; this is where we should make the world around us sit up and take notice.  Our mission at Cornerstone is to help genuine doubters become true disciples.  And how do we know whether we’re a true disciple?  How will the world know we’re true disciples of Jesus?  Jesus told us; here are his own words: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:35)  Let’s devote ourselves to doing just that, and let’s invite God to heal and to restore those relationships that require his gracious intervention.
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