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Grace Presbyterian Church                      January 16, 2022 

Psalm 36, Matthew 5:21-30, James 4:1-10   

Pastor Jonathan 

 

“Calling all Murderers, Coveters, and Adulterers to Prayer” 

 

God calls us all to prayer. I’m not trying to pick a fight with you, when I 

summarize James’ teaching in the sermon title. I am just reflecting on the 

many ways God calls us to prayer. He calls us to pray in the midst of our 

fighting and quarreling. This week has particularly seen us fighting and 

quarreling over the vaccines. The prime minister has basically blamed those 

who choose to not be vaccinated for the public health crisis we are in. The 

premier in Quebec is going to levy a heavy fine on them. Then others react 

in other jurisdictions. Both these leaders know that the vast majority of those 

who are choosing to be unvaccinated are aboriginal and black Canadians, as 

well as other visible minorities, but these leaders will not declare it.* 

Trusting the government for our health and welfare is a big part of this, and 

many of the vaccine hesitant have good reason to not trust the government. 

This is not to say you should not get vaccinated, this is to ask the same 

question James asks us, “Why do we fight and quarrel?” (4:1) As political 

leaders demonize large numbers of Canadians, we need to ask ourselves this 

question, “Why do we fight and quarrel?” 

 

This not only applies to governments and public health policies, this applies 

to the church. Remember James was writing to the church. This week many 

of you have received a letter from an adherent of Grace Church, asking you 

to leave the church because the elders are following the god of money and 

other idols rather than following the one true God. He is saying this because 

we have not left the denomination quickly enough, even though we are 

exploring this option. He is condemning leadership and a few of you have 

contacted me with your concerns over this letter. Of course he is entitled to 

his opinion, but he clearly says it is not his opinion but God’s perspective in 

a prophetic voice. I respectfully disagree. The elders are listening to God, 

and praying.  We are trying to do the right thing in the right time before 

God. There are people who want to leave now, those who think we have 

already taken too much to leave, and those who want to stay, and believe 

there is a place in the denomination for like minded Scripture honouring 

 
* See Statistics Canada for the breakdown, updated in August 2021: 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2021001/article/00011-eng.htm 
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congregations, who will continue to speak out the true Gospel and practice 

only biblical marriage and sexual ethics. We are following the Lord and his 

ways, as are clearly taught in Scripture. For those who need to leave the 

congregation, because you think we are too slow in divorcing ourselves from 

the denomination, I understand and we want to bless you as you leave. We 

are not here to tell you what to do. We have also blessed those who believe 

we should have adopted same sex marriage and LGBTQ in leadership and 

have left the congregation. All we can do is to draw you back to the 

Scriptures and ask you to trust the Lord with your life and your choices. 

Should you continue to desire to worship with us, and know the Lord Jesus 

Christ, as we proclaim Him from the Scriptures and in our worship and 

small groups, then let’s continue on and trust the Lord together. We make 

this choice anew every week. We know we are experiencing divisions and 

this is a very painful time for the body of Christ, not only in the Presbyterian 

Church but in many, many denominations and non-denominations. We 

asked the person who sent this letter to respect the God elected elders who 

are planning our future through listening to God and being faithful to the 

Holy Scriptures, but he chose to do the opposite. It is up to you to decide if 

he is truthful or not. 

 

James tells us that when we are fighting, we should look inside ourselves, 

rather than demonizing those we are fighting with…You know it takes two 

or more people to fight. If you find yourself arguing, quarreling and fighting, 

but no one else is talking, then you know where you should be 

looking…inside. Remember James teaches us to listen. Remember James 

teaches us to own our anger. (1:19) Jesus taught in that section we read from 

the Sermon on the Mount, that if we are angry against our brother or sister, 

then we are subject to judgment, just as murderers are. We are as sinful as 

the murderers when we express hatred or anger against a brother or sister. So 

own your anger, and see where it goes before the Lord. God can work on 

your anger as you choose to let Him do so. 

 

James says we fight because we don’t get what we want. Many of us want 

control over our lives and over the church and over the government. But as 

you know you only can control yourself, and even there, it is a battle. Do 

you know the pleasures or the addictions that distract you and take you away 

from God’s will and desires for your life? What are those pleasures and 

addictions that take first priority in your life before your spiritual life? This 

is the key reflection James is trying to get us to consider. 
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We long for things we can’t have, and that gets us in trouble. We long for 

what we want more than what God wants. James goes as far as saying we 

are adulterers, in the classic OT prophet reflection: do you follow your own 

pleasures and desires more than God? Are you more a friend of the world 

and worldly things than God’s friend? If you turn away from that primary 

love relationship with God, and pursue other relationships first, or just put 

yourself first, then you have committed adultery against Him. Jesus said in 

Matthew 5 when we lust after others in our hearts and minds, it is as much 

under judgment as the real act. (5:27-30) How divided are our interests in 

this life? Does our spiritual walk with Jesus actually have priority? Or are 

there other things that are definitely first, before the Lord? 

 

When it comes to the denominational question, what bottom line things are 

there for you? Do you simply want the comfort of the same congregation 

that you have experienced positively for years? Does your need for comfort 

take priority in your discernment? Or do you need to feel you are in control 

of what is happening and that you need quicker action than what you are 

experiencing. Does your need for control take priority in your discernment 

process? These are just examples of asking yourself what becomes dominant 

in your thinking and praying. Does fear of conflict play a big part in your 

decisions? Does speaking out the truth have a greater priority than loving the 

people you serve? All of us need to be reflecting on our parts in the fight, in 

the quarrel, in the war.  

 

And you know what James’ heart is for you. It is not just name-calling. He 

wants you to turn to the Lord in prayer. And you noted he doesn’t want you 

to just tell the Lord what you want. (v. 3) Put the shopping list away for a 

minute. Lists are good. Don’t get me wrong. More importantly, He wants 

you to know how much He wants you. The Spirit He puts in us desires our 

full attention and desire, jealously. (v. 5) So much of this whole passage 

leads us to verse seven. But just before we get there, he wants you to think 

about your friendships, your alliances, your priorities, your peeps, and most 

of all the word of the LORD.  Proverbs 3:34: (cf. James 4:6) 

 The LORD mocks proud mockers 

 But gives grace to the humble. 

 

God opposes us who love the limelight, the proud, literally “the over-

shiners,” who speak as if there is no difference between their voice and 

God’s.  The proud are extra-confident and make a show of themselves, as in 

pride parades. God opposes the proud. God gives an undeserved gift to the 
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humble, who know they are broken and need help. That gift is a relationship 

to the One who gave up His life for us and served us, and serves us, even 

though He is our Master and our Lord. God will help you through your 

issues, and maybe you too can help others to follow Jesus through theirs. 

The wounded receive healing in that place and continue as wounded healers, 

in following Jesus. 

 

Submit to God. (v.7) Desire Him most. Follow Him first. Resist the devil 

and his temptations. The devil will run away. Take time with God. Come to 

Him. He is there with you. (v.8) Then you have a daily routine for the 

pandemic and for every other season: Wash your hands. Now it is nearly two 

years since we were taught to sing the doxology at a liturgically slow tempo 

to wash your hands with soap and hotter water. James is not talking to the 

public health considerations of hand washing. He is symbolically using the 

hands as referring to our actions and choices. Choose God’s choice. If 

you’re not sure what is God honouring in any particular situation, work it 

out with those close to you, who you trust, who also listen to the LORD. It 

may be a complicated answer or a simple one. Purify your hearts, which 

sounds like a cardiologist, a heart specialist, needs to be involved. But really 

this is just the honesty of saying, “Am I following you, Jesus, in this, or my 

own pleasures or purposes? Help me know my desire in this context, O 

God.” Finally, choose the Lord, choose time in His word, choose to talk to 

Him about whatever is troubling you, or whatever is before you. You have a 

choice of going your sinful way or God’s way. Don’t be double minded, that 

is, unsure of whether you want to shoulder the pain of a decision to follow 

God even though it costs you. 

 

Then if you aren’t already feeling the weight of James’ teaching, he makes it 

clear that it is better to be mourning and gloomy, than full of laughter, cheer 

and joy. Why is he so heavy at this point? James doesn’t want you to take 

lightly the priority of your relationship to the LORD. These bottom line 

spiritual questions about what takes up your heart and head space, and where 

God is in your daily routine, are not jokey matters. Don’t make light of 

them. Rather express your need of God, and your acknowledgement of your 

brokenness and sin to the Lord, and He will lift you up…that’s the high note 

James ends on in this teaching section. God will lift you up, especially when 

you know how low you are. 
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Feeling low? Feeling unmotivated? Feeling the weight of divisions, fights, 

quarrels and wars? Jesus teaches us that we need to die to ourselves and take 

up our cross daily. (Matt. 16:24-26)  

 

Pete Scazzero quotes the desert fathers†, who were those believers in Jesus, 

who were tired with church and politics and so went to the desert to focus on 

God. They wanted to avoid the hurry, the crowds and the noise of life. There 

were quite a few who did this in the third and fourth centuries after Jesus. 

One particular brother named Makarios had several monks come to him to 

ask what he had understood to be the most blessed life, to be holy and to be 

saved in the full sense of that word. One time Makarios told a brother who 

had asked him how to live the deepest, most wonderful spiritual life to go 

into the cemetery near the desert compound in N. Africa, and to abuse the 

dead there, calling them names and the like. So this brother went there and 

threw rocks at the grave stones and monuments, told them their lives were 

worth nothing and disrespected the dead in many ways verbally. He came 

back to Makarios and told him he had done so. Makarios asked him, “And 

how did they react to your abuse and disrespect?” “They didn’t say a word,” 

the brother replied. 

“Now is there anything else I need to do to find the blessed life?” 

 

Makarios told him to go again to the cemetery and to praise those in the 

graveyard, telling them how wonderful they were and how great they were 

in God’s eyes. So the brother went the next day to bless those in the 

cemetery. He read all the tombstones and told them how wonderful they 

were, how important their lives had been, and how pleasing they were to 

God and to other human beings. The brother returned to Makarios. And he 

asked him again, “How did they respond to your praise?” “They didn’t say a 

word.” Thus you notice that they neither responded to your abuse nor your 

commendations, and so if you truly want to live the blessed life, you must 

become like them, dead. The dead take no account of either scorn or praises 

of people. If you learn this truth, then you will be holy.  Know what to 

ignore and what to love. In the desert, apathia means not caring about what 

is less or unimportant, and cultivating that which is important to the Lord. 

 
† 

https://www.emotionallyhealthy.org/podcast/?campaignid={campaigned}&adgroupid=65

703188389&feeditemid=&loc_interest_ms=&loc_physical_ms=9000660&network=g&d

evice=c&devicemodel=&keyword=&matchtype=&placement=&adposition=&gclid=Cj0

KCQiAuP-OBhDqARIsAD4XHpclfJK84UBOXZin7bbdRkHx4D6OXauYXk-

iAXJ1cLUKMM1w_bVSEqcaAlwnEALw_wcB 
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Divine apathy, if you will. So God may be saying to us through all of this: 

Learn to love. We need to become like dead men and women, instead of 

longing for the worldly success and numbers in the church. Such longing for 

success keeps us from being faithful. We sidestep the difficult thing and 

God’s slow work in us. Hurry, crowds and noise distract us from our priority 

worship of our Lord. We need to be grounded in the Lord as the ground 

continues to shift in our culture and in our denomination and in many other 

areas of our life.  

 

As we seek to have the peace that God gives, in every season, let us trust 

Him anew. Let us pray. 

  


