A Walk with the Wise Exploring Conflict (Part 2) James 3:13-4:10

This morning we return to the subject we introduced last week. It is arguably the most pressing problem that James dealt with as he wrote his sermon letter churches. That problem is conflict in the church. It has remained a major challenge in the days since James. We ended last week looking at the first part of chapter 4. So I ask you to turn back to James 4 for this week's start point. It struck me that I have addressed the issues of conflict and conflict resolution in many sermons over the past year. I think there are two reasons for that. One is that I fail so much in this area. I don't handle conflict well. I love to ignore it. So if I were true to form, I'd skip James' dealing with the problem. But one of the lessons from James is that it's never wise to neglect conflict. I personally need to keep studying these truths.
Reviewing Last Week's Landscape

The second reason we talked about last week. Let's begin by surveying the foundation laid in that message. We established four realities related to conflict among professing Christians in the church

1. Church conflict is inevitable

Chapter 4 opens with questions that expose the reality of fights and quarrels among church members.

James 4:1What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you?

Clearly, he's not asking a hypothetical question. James knows that even people who have been born again to new life in God still have old sinful passions at work in their hearts stirring up conflict. In this world, the work of making us like Jesus is an unfinished project. Until we are glorified like Christ and with Christ, we will be one of three kinds of people. We will either be peace-breakers (our prideful passions will provoke out of control strife); or peace-fakers (our fearful passions will pretend as if strife does not exist); or peace-makers (people who practice wise, biblical conflict resolution. This is why we have to deal with this subject regularly. We will experience conflict even in this church. A second reality,

2. The church has a critical role.

A local church cannot close her eyes to conflict among members. Church leaders cannot be peace-fakers. James is writing to the church as a whole so that collectively she will create a culture of peace-making. It’s one of the reasons for these messages. Third reality,

3. The problem is internal

In the last half of 4:1 James reveals that conflict arises within our hearts not from some external source. Passions are at war among members. Passion means pleasure, what pleases me. As a naturally selfish person I am passionate about what pleases me. When that doesn't match what pleases you and you're passionate about that then you and I will have conflict. The only resolution of this stalemate is for one of us to be passionate about pleasing God instead of ourselves.

2 Corinthians 5:9 So whether we are at home or away [live or die], we make it our aim to please him.

Making something my aim means to make it my life's passion. We make progress in preventing and resolving conflict only when we replace bad passions with good ones. A fourth reality,

4. The solution is supernatural.

James warns that when conflict is plentiful, we're missing something. V.2 says that we do not have because we do not ask. And what is it that James has told us we must ask for? The gift we need to turn conflict from trash to treasure is wisdom (3:17)
James 3:17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. 

Tying Together the Context on Conflict

Last week I tied together the out of control conflict of the first part of chapter 4 with the discussion of wisdom in the last part of chapter 3. My contention is that James begins to discuss the problem of conflict in the church all the way back in 3:13 and his counsel on this matter continues to 4:10. It's important to see how tightly these two chapters tie together if I'm going to convince you that the right kind of wisdom is the key to reducing and resolving conflict. Where's the connection between wisdom and conflict? Look at the opening of the last paragraph in chapter 3. James 3:13 issues a challenge.

James 3:13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom.

Wise people are meek. James has already alerted us to the fact that meekness is a conflict reducer. In 1:21 he commanded:

James 1:21 Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. 

We saw last week that rampant wickedness is violence, hostility, and resentment. Meekness stands in contrast to these. Meekness is the posture of a peacemaker, the humble person who is not driven by selfish passions. In 3:13 James identifies meekness with wisdom. The theme of meekness and humility flows through this whole section beginning to end. In 3:14 James warns that claiming to be wise but engaging in conflict is boasting, the opposite of humility. In ch 4, friendship with God is key to resolving conflict. But (v. 8), God is not a friend to but opposes the proud. His grace flows to the humble. So then v. 10 concludes the section with a call for humility.
Notice another tie. In 3:14 bitter jealousy and selfish ambition lead to conflict. These evils reside in the heart. This parallels James' assertion at the opening of chapter 4 that conflict arises from personal passions not external circumstances. James closes the loop by insisting that part of the solution for conflict is to purify the heart (4:8). There are other links between the end of 3 and the beginning of 4 that are important to note. One is the idea of earthly wisdom in 3:15 which is associated with demons, Satan's under-worldly assistants. This corresponds to the idea of friendship with the world in 4:4 which is the same as spiritual adultery. This earth as creation is good. But it has become the illegitimate headquarters of God's enemies. So this world is a place of conflict. The only way to survive in enemy territory is to receive a gift of wisdom which is from above (3:15, 17)

Perhaps the most obvious link between the paragraph at the end of 3 and the one that opens ch 4 is the parallel between the questions that open each paragraph. 3:13 asks who is wise among you? Chapter 4 begins with a question about fighting among you? The last phrase "among you" is the same in both. James is looking at the church and wondering if there are any wise people to model peacemaking in contrast to the fighting that is so rampant. His tone suggests that he's disappointed (“let him show it”). The truly wise appear to be the endangered species. James' strategy for solving the conflict problem is shock and awe: shock at how disgusting conflict among Christians really is: he labels it spiritual adultery (4:4); awe at how wonderful the alternative could be. Let's begin with awe.
Portrait of the Perfect Peacemaker

V. 17 is an awesome portrait of the perfect peacemaker. In true Hebrew fashion James personifies wisdom. Just like in the OT Proverbs where wisdom is portrayed as a beautiful and industrious woman, so here James pictures wisdom as coming down from above, recognizable by these eight traits. It is no stretch to imagine that James is thinking about Jesus, his own half-brother in the flesh. Now He is known as the Lord of glory (2:1). He came down from above. He is the picture of perfect wisdom. He is the peacemaker par excellence. He is the supreme example of friendship with God.

We read v. 17 and get discouraged. How will I ever be like this? I will never measure up. The wonderful news is that Christ measures up perfectly. If you trust Him with your destiny, he gives you all his perfection. You are accepted as God's friend because you are in Christ. If you are in Christ, God is committed to a life-long project to make you like Christ. He does not give up just because you and I fail. As we keep running back to Christ and remembering what He did for us on the Cross, we become more like Him. We shed the wisdom of this world and take on the wisdom of heaven. He is that Wisdom. Tell me if you do not seem undeniable parallels between James' writing to the church and what Paul told the Corinthians.

1 Corinthians 1:28–31 God chose what is low and despised in the world… 29 so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. 30 And because of him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God …31 so that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”(emphasis added)
When we survey this list of qualities in 3:17 that we ought to have as peacemakers, before we aspire to them, we ascribe them to Jesus. We first trust Him and rest in His perfection and then we trust Him to work them into our lives. Our goal: become what we already are in Christ. So what are the qualities of a peacemaker?

Pure = blameless before God in act and motive. The peacemaker will first examine his own life before confronting another about sin. He will get the log out of his eye before he tries to pull the sliver of wood out of his brother's eye (Matt 7:1-5). Jesus was not driven by passions so as to please himself. He always did what pleased his Father.

Peaceable = free from anxiety. The peacemaker is not paralyzed by fear of what the other person might say or how he might react. She is resolving conflict for God's glory not her own popularity. Jesus was free from the fear of man and spoke the truth without wavering.

Gentle= able to patiently bear the wrongs of others. The peacemaker does not expect instant resolution. There is a long-term commitment to restore relationship not just exact justice or seek revenge. Jesus demonstrated gentleness as he restored Peter after his denial.

Open to Reason= willing to listen. The peacemaker does not want to look only on his own interests but also on the interests of the other (Philippians 2:4). He knows that he will not understand the other's interests unless he takes time to listen. Jesus patiently answered the woman's questions at Jacob's well (John 4) as he brought her into a new relationship with His Father.

Mercy= kindness to someone in need. The peacemaker approaches the other person in a spirit of forgiveness, ready to pour out pardon in the face of the great need of the other person to be forgiven. Jesus prayed earnestly for the forgiveness of his enemies.

Good Fruits= abundant, appropriate blessings. The peacemaker creatively demonstrates friendship between herself and the person with whom she desires to reconcile. Jesus delights to give gifts to those who turn from their hostility to find peace with God through Him.

Impartial= free from prejudice. The peacemaker does not calculate the social or economic benefit to himself if he resolves a particular relationship. He seeks to be at peace with all kinds of people (Romans 12:18). Jesus welcomed all to find rest in Him.
Sincere= not drawing attention to oneself. The peacemaker does not seek recognition or reward for reconciling relationships. The restored relationship is its own reward. If the other person refuses, just doing the right thing is itself a reward. Jesus made himself of no reputation so that he might share his glory with us.

If we are going to be peacemakers, we will need to cultivate these qualities in our lives. These are the kind of people we are looking for to serve on our peacemaking team. If you're interested in applying for that team, as I mentioned last week, take an application from Fellowship Hall and seek God's direction about it. But let's not imagine that we expect perfection now in these things. When I look at my own heart, I see a different reality. I see passions that work against all of these qualities. I sense myself a long way from embodying them. Real change is possible. There is real healing from my selfish passions. But where do I begin? 
Baby Steps toward Conflict Resolution (4:4-10)

James 4:4-10 outlines the initial baby steps we will have to take if we are serious about walking in the paths of peace. These are baby steps because they are where we have to start. But they are not easy. We looked at the awe. Now comes time for the shock.
1. Admit Spiritual Adultery (4:4)
James 4:4 You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 

James point is that conflict in human relationships is a symptom of trouble in our friendship with God. We fight because we want to please ourselves instead of God. We are not his friends. It may be in some cases that the love of this world is so strong that a person may still be God's enemy despite joining the church and professing faith. The issues are serious. Conflict is not just an inconvenience. It is a barometer of a person's relationship to God. A peacemaker must first know that he or she has a friendship with God through Jesus Christ. There must be a rejection of this world and a desire to grow more deeply in love with Jesus Christ. Spurgeon pointed to this critical issue when he said, "He, who does not long to know more of Christ, knows nothing of him yet." It is possible that your life is full of conflict because you do not yet know Christ. It is possible that you know him and yet continue to commit spiritual adultery by following your passions instead of fellowship with him. Returning to Christ is the first baby step.

2. Acknowledge God's Authority (4:7)

James 4:7 Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

Conflict arises when our desire to please self rules our hearts. This is demonic wisdom (3:15) which results in disorder (3:16). The alternative lifestyle is ruled or order by God. We submit to Him. We resist Satan's attempts to bring us back under his rule. Christ's commands and his example will direct our attitudes and actions. We renounce selfish passions. 

3. Approach Conflict Humbly (4:8-10)

These verses call for actions that sound strange to us. There is a summons to humble repentance. Weeping and gloom are more appropriate than silliness or carelessness. Conflict becomes a cause for deep grief rather than a no-big-deal kind of attitude. We recognize how seriously wretched our condition is and we are broken by it (4:9). We mourn for God to heal our relationships and guide our feet in the way of peace. Our failure to live in peace is no longer acceptable. We cry out to God to change us. We live in a society where so much is just silly. Joy is replaced by smart-alec humor. We are “amusing ourselves to death” to use Neal Postman's title as an indictment. We use all kinds of intoxicating substances just to pretend that there is no pain. We would do well to grieve more over our condition. And I am not speaking about the condition of our country and its politics but about the church and her peace. The Lord has a history of weeping over the conflict among his people. It's as if James had Jeremiah open as he wrote chapter 4.
Jeremiah 9:1–3 (ESV) Oh that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people! …For they are all adulterers, a company of treacherous men. 3 They bend their tongue like a bow; falsehood and not truth has grown strong in the land; for they proceed from evil to evil, and they do not know me, declares the LORD.
Like so many prophets, James concludes this section of shock with a promise in 4:10 to the church as a whole. God exalts us when we are humble before Him. How does God exalt a church? He blesses her with peace. He reconciles breached relationships between church members. He heals broken relationships within families. He exalts her with the opposite of disorder and every vile practice (3:16). He exalts her with good order and every holy practice. Lord, take us down that you may so raise us up.
