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The Word of the Lord from James 4: “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will exalt you.” 
 

This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

Are you happy? Would you like to be?  

 
The pursuit of happiness has been around for a long time—long before the founding documents 

of our nation. Back before James, the Greeks were talking.  Aristotle said that happiness was found in the 
pursuit of excellence, wisdom and the highest good. Sounds decent, but there was a fatal flaw: Aristotle 

couldn’t define the highest good. What with all those different Greek gods around with different 

demands, there were different “goods” to pursue. Furthermore, pursuing wisdom took work, and many 
were far more into just having a good time. Pretty soon, pursuing happiness was seen as the same thing 

as pursuing pleasure. Had Aristotle returned from the grave to his school a few years later and tried to 
start a discussion, a lot of his students would have said, “No, man. We’ve got a party to go to.” 

 
History repeats itself. When I was getting out of high school and into college, the “pursuit of 

excellence” was the buzzword in business and self-help. Whatever you did, you were to do it as well as 

possible because there was a perfect goal out there somewhere. It’s different now: it’s not about 
pursuing excellence. It’s about following your passion. If you follow what you’re passionate about, 

whatever it may be, that’s where happiness lies. So says the spirit of our times. 
 

Keep all of that in mind as the backdrop for our epistle lesson. St. James never mentions 

happiness in our text, but he does talk about passion; and while people are always tempted to put 
passion and happiness together, that is not where happiness is to be found.  Thus our text tells us about 

two different wisdoms. 
 

I. The Wisdom of the World 

St. James describes the first wisdom in 3:15 by saying that it does not come “down from above, 
but is earthly, unspiritual, [and] demonic.” Since it isn’t wisdom from heaven, we’ll call it worldly wisdom. 

Along with being earthly, unspiritual and demonic, worldly wisdom is characterized by bitter jealousy and 
selfish ambition. It results in boasting, denial of truth, disorder and “every vile practice.” Clearly, this 

“wisdom” is a wisdom to stay away from. 
 

If only you could. It’s all around you. Why is it called “wisdom” at all? Because this is what the 

world considers to be wisdom. This wisdom is an attempt to pursue happiness outside of God and His 
mercy. This is the wisdom that says, “Whoever you are, follow your passion. Do what makes you happy.” 

And if happiness is all about following your own passion and doing what you want to do, then selfish 
ambition must be a virtue, not a vice; because selfish ambition is nothing else than pursuing what you 

want for yourself. As you’re ambitiously pursuing what you want for yourself, you can’t be looking after 

other people. In fact, their pursuits of happiness might get in the way of your own: welcome, bitter 
jealousy. Even more, there’s jealousy for approval: as you pursue your selfish ambition, you want others 

to recognize and approve. Boasting lies near at hand. And since everybody has a different passion and 
goal for happiness, there can’t be a specific right and wrong. Everybody must be right—even if this is a 

denial of truth. We’ve come a long way from the time of James to…the time of James. 
 



Pop culture is the easy target here: who are the heroes of the present age? Those who are 

glorified are celebrities and athletes who have excelled—or at least found fame through infamy. It may 
be the athlete who is better and trains harder than all the rest, who stands out because he is so 

completely focused on the goal: he’s the guy who gets the endorsements and the adoration. It may be 
the pop singer who sells the most records, the speaker who provokes the most reaction or the actress 

who trades on her beauty (or her shamelessness). But the people who are most glorified by society are 

those who have reached some pinnacle of something or other—usually by themselves.  
 

But ambition has a price. With such heroes, there’s often a trail of broken marriages, lost friends 
and neglected children. Even if those aren’t to be found, there’s another part about this pursuit: it’s never 

over. The one at the top always wants more because selfish ambition is never fulfilled. Therefore, 
happiness is never achieved.  

 

So it’s all around you. Current heroes aren’t those who serve and sacrifice, but those who climb 
over others to get to the top. 

 
It’s also in you. There’s a reason why this “wisdom” is so worldly and worldwide: it’s what the 

sinful nature comes up with in defiance of God.  As long as you’re in this world, you’re sinful, too. Thus 

this worldly wisdom dwells in you and among you, as it did among the Christians to whom this text was 
addressed. 

 
So St. James wrote, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that 

your passions are at war within you? You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot 
obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, 

because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.” 

 
That’s some law to ponder. Your passions are at war within you. There are things you want—

things that make you happy. In proper context and in moderation, they’re not necessarily bad. But any 
pleasure can become an idol. Any highest good can become a false god.  

 

Sometimes, passions turn into slaves where one is trapped, unable to escape, owned and far 
from happiness. Addictions are the most obvious illustration. People seek to escape pain or heighten 

pleasure, and so turn to alcohol, drugs, pornography. Quite soon, those who indulge need more and 
more because the pleasure is fleeting. Even when they find no pleasure, they are compelled to risk 

family, neglect work, misuse money and make all sorts of compromises in order to serve the passion. To 

use the language of our text, that is where the quarrels and fighting results. Many people suffer from 
various addictions. These addictions have chemical and psychological aspects to them—but they are also 

sinful. Should you suffer from such an addiction, you are enslaved. The pleasure is fleeting. Get help, for 
your sake and the sake of those around you. For the sake of your soul, come also for private confession 

and absolution: for while medical and behavioral treatments can help you overcome the addiction, only 
Christ has conquered the sin and the devil. 

 

If you do not suffer any such addictions, it doesn’t mean you’re out of the woods. Any highest 
good can become a false god. So what makes you happy? What do you enjoy doing? What gives you 

pleasure? The answers will vary: time with friends or time spent quietly alone. The outdoors or an 
evening reading by the fireplace. Hunting or fishing. Cars. Clothes. Music. Athletics. Shopping. Travel. 

Beauty. Food. Charity work. Hobbies. 

 
All of the things I’ve mentioned are good things, gifts of God. All of them can deliver some 

happiness. But the wisdom of the world says that you should pursue these as much as you can, to 
squeeze out every last drop of pleasure. But the world is under the influence of Satan, a.k.a. the ruler of 

this world; and the devil will use these gifts to lead you astray. He wants you to love them more than 
God. He wants you to count on them for happiness, not God. He wants you to enjoy yourself at the 



expense of loving God or your neighbor. Time with friends can be a great blessing, because we were not 

created to be alone; but when time with friends prevents you from worship, the devil has used such 
happiness to lure you from forgiveness. Time alone can be a blessing for collecting thought and energy; 

but when time alone is at the expense of spouse, children or neighbors in need, the devil has used that 
happiness to keep you from doing what God created you to do. Hobbies and activities can be great for 

mental health; but when they cut into necessary expenses and church offerings, they become a problem; 

when you pray for more to feed the pursuit of happiness rather than daily bread, then James says to you, 
“You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.” 

 
In short, three points: first, if every temptation was scary and repulsive, the devil would have a 

much harder time. But Satan uses the things that matter most to you to enslave you. Second, am I 
saying that you should avoid whatever makes you happy? Unless it’s overtly sinful, of course not: but 

take care to make use of them in ways that are in keeping with God’s Word.  Third, you were not created 

to pursue pleasure or your passions. That is the ultimate goal of the wisdom of the world: in the end, it is 
earthly, unspiritual and demonic. That is not the wisdom of God. 

 
II. The Wisdom of God 

Here is the wisdom of God: God created man to be holy and righteous, without sin and with 

eternal life. Without sin, there would be no selfish ambition, bitter jealousy or discontent. In fact, in God’s 
wisdom, happiness comes from being in His presence and being a servant to others. Picture the feeling of 

happiness you’ve felt after you’ve helped someone in need just because you could, and you get just a 
sliver of a glimpse of the happiness for which you were created.  

 
With sin came the selfish ambition and bitter jealousy which said, “Me first” and “I’m going to do 

whatever makes me happy.” That’s the wisdom of the world we’ve already talked about. This is a quest 

for happiness that can’t ultimately be fulfilled, because it is apart from God who gives happiness. In fact, 
the wisdom of the world and the sinful nature reject God. 

 
In His wisdom, how does the Lord respond? For one thing, He responds with His Law. He warns 

against this false happiness for the deception that it is. He warns that the pursuit of happiness apart from 

Him ends in death and eternal destruction. He mercifully permits problems to arise and pursuits to fail, 
that people might not trust in their selfish ambition but instead look to Him for help. 

 
And, in His wisdom, the Lord has also made known His Gospel. He has redeemed the world from 

sin, selfish ambition and bitter jealousy by the sacrifice of His Son on the cross. The cross is the complete 

antithesis to the wisdom of the world. Where sinners pursue happiness for themselves out of selfish 
ambition, the Son of God purposed to sacrifice Himself to redeem sinners—not for Himself, but for every 

human being but Himself. Where sinners operate out of bitter jealousy for what others have, Jesus 
Christ—God from eternity—submitted to the cross and His Father’s judgment for all sin. Where sinners—

when they believe in eternal life—believe that eternal happiness comes from their own efforts and 
charitable ambitions, Jesus declares that salvation is found in Him, in His work, His death and 

resurrection—all a gift to us. 

 
All of this is summed up in our text with five words: “But He gives more grace.” As the wisdom of 

the world continues to deceive man into rejecting God, God continues to pour out grace. He does so for 
the sake of Jesus, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame.  

 

Jesus Christ is your Savior, and He is the wisdom of God.  
 

Therefore, as James wrote to the Christian audience of his epistle, so also to you: 
 

“Submit yourselves therefore to God.” Confess your sins, where you’ve done wrong or failed to 
do right. Confess where your pursuits for happiness and favorite things have turned into idols. This 



submission is far from burdensome. The Lord declares that, for Jesus’ sake, you are forgiven for your 

sins. You’re set free from a worldly wisdom that can only lead you to happiness that will perish. You are 
set free for heaven, where untold happiness awaits. 

 
“Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” Don’t trust yourself on this one, because you’re easy 

pickings for Satan if you take him on yourself. But you remember that Jesus has conquered the devil 

already. When plagued by temptation or worry, don’t rely on your passions to deliver you. Hear the 
Lord’s Word. Read His Word. Confess your sins, for the sins you hold onto are all the devil has to use 

against you. Pray and give thanks to the Lord Jesus Christ for conquering death and devil, and proclaim 
aloud—even just to yourself. The devil hates that news—all the more reason to say it. 

 
“Draw near to God, and He will draw near to you.” The Lord calls you to hear His word and 

receive His Supper often. It is there that He draws near to you, present with grace and faith and life. His 

presence with you drives the devil away, and the grace that He gives comes with eternal life. 
 

“Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.” You cannot 
cleanse hands or hearts of sin, but the Lord does. By His grace, He creates in you a clean heart. By His 

cross, He has redeemed your heart and your hands: not for selfish ambition, but for the happiness of 

being His beloved child.  
 

“Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to 
gloom.” This is not a call for you to be miserable: but if your pursuit of happiness and laughter would 

lead you way from the Lord, then it is a god to be abandoned. There will be times of mourning in this 
world for you, and the devil will tempt you that happiness now is better than the joy of heaven later on. 

But Christ has redeemed you for heaven, and eternal life is a timeless life of eternal joy.  

 
“Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will exalt you.” In summary, then, the one who is 

humble is the one who confesses his sins, including the sources of happiness he’s turned into idols. This 
call to humble yourselves is nothing else than to confess your sins and trust in Christ as your Savior. That 

is not the wisdom of the world, but the wisdom of God. Humble yourselves therefore, and God will exalt 

you—for you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 
 

 


