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17th Sunday of Pentecost Jealous for Our Love James 4  

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

The sermon this morning is from the Epistle reading and focuses on James 4:5-7, 

“Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the Scripture says, “He yearns 

jealously over the spirit that he has made to dwell in us”? But he gives more 

grace. Therefore, it says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the 

humble.” Submit yourselves therefore to God. 

James leans heavily on the Law in the preceding verses, contrasting the wisdom 

that comes down from above with earthly wisdom. He admonishes his audience 

of believers, us, not to be jealous of others and ambitious at the expense of 

others. Such things are earthly, unspiritual, and demonic. The wisdom from above 

is the fruit of the Holy Spirit that dwells in us through Word and Sacrament. It is 

pure, peaceable, full of mercy, impartial and sincere. 

James accuses us of the passions of desire and murder and covetousness. And our 

responses tend to be, in fact my response tends to be, “I don’t do such things.” 

We, you and I, tend to be like the rich young ruler who approached Jesus asking, 

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus replied, “Keep the 

commandments.” The man said, “All these I have kept.” And Jesus, replied, “Then 

sell all you have and give it to the poor and follow me.” And the man went away, 

dejected because he was rich. 

You see, Jesus (God) is concerned about the condition of our hearts. He wants us; 

He wants our love. The greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with 

all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. And the second is to love your neighbor 

as yourself. 

James is marvelously optimistic here, as if real change is possible. And he should 

be that sort of optimistic. Does not a Christian have to be? After all, does not God 

pledge Himself to fight by our side?  
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Does not Jesus Himself contend with the Devil and claim the victor’s prize, that is 

you and me? Does not the Holy Spirit Himself dwell within us? How can we not be 

optimistic? 

James points us to the bitter and sweet reality that the externals of keeping the 

law are not really what this is about. This is about our hearts. I firmly believe that 

the most neglected commandment, at least in the second table, is not the 

adultery commandment, nor even the false witness commandment, but it is the 

coveting commandment. If you work out from the fifth commandment, which 

starts with the value of our neighbor’s physical life, we progress through his 

family relationships, on to his possessions, then on to his reputation. The final 

commandment(s) is really about our feelings toward our neighbor. It is about 

what’s in our hearts. 

The truth is that we might not steal or sleep with our neighbor’s wife or hurt him 

in the least, but we can harbor all sorts of ill will against him in our hearts, and it 

will eventually show up in our lives and how we act. And even if it does not show 

up in our deeds or words toward our neighbor, it is still in our hearts and that is a 

problem. 

James speaks of the wisdom from above which he says is first “pure, then 

peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and 

sincere.” Those words are great but we need to put some reality into them, 

because they sound so much like church words to so many people and they don’t 

really know what it means. 

I like to think that keeping the coveting commandments involves our laughing 

when our neighbor laughs, rejoicing when he rejoices, weeping with him on the 

day of his sorrow, and fearing for his safety when he is in danger. 

This sounds easy enough, but just try it. A couple of years ago, my neighbor 

bought a beautiful brand-new Volvo for his wife on her birthday. I was driving a 

minivan of a certain vintage. It had more than a few blemishes and was not a 

terribly sporty vehicle. It would be very easy to be jealous of him. That 
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covetousness would see that car as an affront to my own self-image. I could not 

abide by his joy but would seek to ruin it. I would not steal the car; I would be too 

afraid that I would be thrown in jail, so I would steal his joy. I would tell him that I 

read the consumer report on his car and that it isn’t very good. I would remark 

that this model of Volvo is prone to needing expensive repairs. I would tell him 

that my friend on the other side of town got a better deal. I would not rob him of 

his car, but of his joy. I would not smile and rejoice with him on the day of his 

great gift-giving joy. 

Then, a few months after he purchased it, I noticed his teenage son’s car parked 

in front of their house. It is a modest but nice little Honda Civic. The freshly 

crushed fender was the result of a non-injury accident. No one suffered but the 

car, really. But it did suffer an ugly fender. Now my neighbor is sad. The car was 

not a fancy car, but it was a good car for a young man to drive. Now my covetous 

heart would rejoice on the day of my neighbor’s grief. I would hide my face, if I 

were able, smirking behind my hand when I saw that crumpled fender. And I 

would sin against him and against God. My heart would be in the wrong place. 

This is just one example of the difference between worldly wisdom and the 

wisdom from above. There are many examples of this, and many ways that it 

might be lived out. My attitude toward my neighbor, filled with the love of God, is 

capable of tremendous good in my life and theirs. The devil himself cannot stand 

before the power of that love, for God is behind that power. James exhorts us to 

grieve and mourn for our feelings; God will exalt us, and He has. 

But all these exhortations leave me feeling lost, helpless, and frankly, condemned. 

We have been given a litany of attributes to aspire to. and frankly I fail, not all the 

time, but close only counts in hand grenades and atom bombs. I suspect you are 

in the same boat as me. 

As with many passages in James, we need to find something to grab ahold of for 

the Gospel. And it really starts in verse 5, where it says, “He yearns jealously over 

the spirit that he has made to dwell in us.” What “spirit” has God made to dwell in 

us? The Holy Spirit, of course! And how does it get there?  
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Do you remember what I will say after the service before I dismiss you with “Let 

us bless the Lord” ? I say, “My prayer for you is that the Word of God has entered 

into your ears carrying with it the Holy Spirit into your hearts creating the faith 

that saves you!” 

And who is the Holy Spirit? God, right? Father, Son and Holy Spirit. God has made 

Himself dwell in you by Word and Sacrament. And He is jealous for that Spirit in 

you. He loves that Spirit in you because by that Spirit you receive that gift of all 

gifts, the life of God Himself in Jesus Christ His Son, who lived, died, and rose 

again for you that whoever faiths that will live even though he dies and whoever 

lives and faiths that will never die. 

Now the jealousy thing throws people, I know. But being jealous of someone and 

being jealous for someone are completely different things. Being jealous of 

something or someone is covetous, mean-spirited, and selfish. Being jealous for 

something or someone is appropriate out of love, affection, and honor. We are 

jealous for the love of pets. We care for, feed and play with them and we would 

not want them to bite us. We are jealous for the love of our children. They are the 

flesh of our flesh and the bone of our bones and we don’t want them to hate us. 

We are jealous for the love of our spouses. We have become one flesh with them 

and love them and want them to love us. 

Likewise, God, who knew us before we were born, has created us and provides 

for us, and has come to dwell in us, is jealous for our love, respect, and honor. 

And we do it imperfectly. But there’s more, more Gospel. And it is found after the 

word “But.” As with Paul, James shifts from law to gospel with a δὲ (4:6). The 

Scriptures do not speak uselessly, and indeed they speak a promise: “he gives a 

greater gift.” While the ESV and other translations render χάριν as “grace,” here 

James refers again to God as the giver of the gifts (1:5 and 1:17). His gift is greater 

than our failure. It is upon the “humble” that God bestows gifts, upon those who 

repent and trust His promise. That gift is the righteousness of Jesus which by 

grace through faith covers our shortcomings, our failures, and our sin. Now, when 

God looks at all who believe in the person and the work of Jesus Christ, He sees 

His Son, His righteousness, His perfection!  
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This is the obedience of faith. We are counted as righteous by grace through faith. 

Then verses 8-–10 call us to repentance and new life in this God who lifts up. He 

lifts us up. The verses are an inclusion of repentance: “Therefore, submit 

yourselves to God” (v.8) and “Humble yourselves before the Lord” (v.10) which 

are the actions of the penitent, of those who can only trust the promise. What 

does the act of repentance look like? All actions of the covenant people of God, 

and also the actions of those who are now in Christ—those who live not by their 

own power and strength but solely by the precious blood of Jesus. 

In just a little while, an awesome thing will happen. We will be standing together 

at the Lord's Table. We will be doing exactly what God tells us to do in verse 8: 

"Come near to God, and He will come near to you." Come near, to the body and 

blood of Christ, in this Sacrament. And as you come near, God comes near to you. 

He forgives you. He tells you that His body and blood were given and shed for 

you. He fills you with pure grace, and lifts you up, and fills you with hope. 

Every day we can come near to God, through daily contrition and repentance. 

Every day, we can wash our sinful hands and purify our double-minded hearts, as 

we confess our sins to Christ and cling to the promises we received in our 

Baptism, pure grace that fills us with hope as we fulfill our roles as a fathers or 

mothers, as husbands or wives, sisters or brothers or as pastors or parishioners 

and anything else. 

All day, every day, we bask in the love of the One who died for us and rose again 

that we might live eternally with Him. 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


