
From whence come wars and fightings among you? come they not hence, even of your lusts that  
war in your members? Ye lust, and have not: ye kill, and desire to have, and cannot obtain: ye  
fight and war, yet ye have not, because ye ask not. Ye ask, and receive not, because ye ask amiss,  
that ye may consume it upon your lusts. Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the  
friendship of the world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is  
the enemy of God. Do ye think that the scripture saith in vain, The spirit that dwelleth in us  
lusteth to envy?
James 4:1-5

The Heart of Conflict

Most of the time when we discuss conflict in the church or home, we describe the conflict as a 
result of difference of opinions or feelings about a topic.  We see the conflict in terms of what 
side the piano is on, what color the carpet is or what time we have church services.  We see the 
conflict in terms of finances, organization, scheduling or location.  However, none of those 
things are actually the source of conflict; these things are just the symptoms of the problem. 
Today, I am going to tell you the root of every single conflict that you have in your life.  When 
we come to times of discord and conflict, we are not left in doubt about what causes those 
battles.  The Bible informs us of exactly what the root of our conflict is, and we have already 
addressed it in our study through James.  This week we are looking at the core application of the 
book.  In chapter 4, James gets to what’s really going on in the church and in the heart of the 
believers.  This morning I want us to look at the source of our conflicts, and next week we’ll 
consider the solution to those conflicts.  As we begin I would like to point out that dealing with 
conflict is much like dealing with the tongue.  Just as the tongue is only the outward expression 
of the problem, so is conflict.  Just as the way to correct the tongue is for the heart to be 
transformed, so it is with conflict.  

What is at the heart of all conflict? The heart.  What is going on inside you, that part of your 
being, which is who you really are, that’s the issue.  You are not what you do.  You are not what 
you say.  You are not who you hang around with.  You are not where you go to church.  You are 
what is in your heart.  That is the real you.  Some people have become masters at disguising the 
truth of their hearts, but your heart is really you.  Though you may be a heart hiding ninja, the 
realities of your heart cannot be completely hidden, they will eventually come out.  James has 
already told us in this letter that who you really are will come out in your speech, in your 
treatment of other believers, in your response to the Word and in your response to trouble. 
James says in this fourth chapter that your heart, who you really are, will definitely come out in 
those times when your desires are not fulfilled.  

The heart of all conflict is the desires of your heart.  More specifically, these conflicts are the 
result of the natural desires of the flesh that rage within a person.  The issue is not the legitimacy 
of the desire.  It is certainly legitimate and proper to desire food.  However, when that proper 
desire becomes so significant that you are willing to lash out when you do not receive it, there is 
a problem in the heart.  It is certainly permissible to desire a church that only sings from the 
hymnal you grew up with.  However, when that desire becomes so significant that you are 
willing to fight and strive for it, there is a problem in the heart.  The lusts James refers to in verse 
1 are simply, pleasures; in fact a number of translations translate it that way.  Have you ever 
heard of a hedonist, someone who lives for pleasure? That is basically the Greek word being 
used here.  The root of all the conflict and strife among them was the desire to satisfy each one’s 
personal pleasures.  These personal pleasures have become most important.  These personal 
pleasures ultimately have become idols.  When there exists a willingness to sin to get something 
or to sin in response to not getting something, then that thing has taken over the heart and 
becomes more important than a right relationship with God.  Conflict always comes from 



unfulfilled desires, from pleasures that have left their proper place and reign within the heart.

For the believer, this creates an inner turmoil before it shows itself in outward conflict.  Galatians 
5:17 tells us that the flesh and the Spirit are at battle with one another.  When we live according 
to the pleasures of the flesh, the old man, the sin nature, fights and wars with the Holy Spirit and 
the new man that God has created in us.  The heart, seeking pleasure is a heart torn by strife. 
This is why James says in verse 4: 8 of this book, “a double minded man is unstable in all his 
ways.” If you are letting your pleasure be the deciding factor in the decisions of your life, then 
your heart will be strife ridden.  You are double minded, trying to serve God and fleshly 
passions, and consequently, you are unstable.  

The strife torn heart always produces strife in relationships.  In verse 2 James uses a different 
word that is translated, lust.  Here it is a longing and desire.  You long for something, and you 
don’t get it.  You kill.  You fight.  You war.  You do not get what you are longing for.  The strife 
torn methods of this world will never satisfy your desires.  The seeking and gaining of your 
pleasures will never satisfy.  Proverbs 27:20 says, “the eyes of man are never satisfied.” You 
don’t have, so you fight and battle with one another to get what you want, and despite all the 
awful things that have happened, you still don’t have.  

Look at the terms James uses to describe this conflict.  Murder.  Fight.  War.  Do you think 
conflict is no big deal? Do you think wrangling and strife in the church or your home is no big 
deal? Think again.  These are horribly destructive things that are wreaking irreparable harm. 
Some of you may be wondering why James uses the word murder.  Remember, last week we saw 
the heart that leans on worldly wisdom is one filled with virulent passion and self promoting 
divisiveness.  This bitter envying and strife comes out of the heart through the mouth.  This 
venomous poison will be spewed forth by the pleasure seeking believer.  Turn to Matthew 5:21. 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus affirms the Old Testament command against murder, but in 
doing so He takes things a step farther.  Not only does murder put you in danger of judgment, so 
does unjust anger, name calling and slander.  The bitter envying and strife that will come out 
when our desires are not fulfilled comes along with a tongue that will curse its brethren (James 
3:9-10).  This is murder.  It is verbal assassination, oracular homicide.  Your petty, selfish anger; 
your name calling; your spreading of tales and manipulation of facts to tear down the character 
of another, are all just as vile and destructive as if you took out a knife and stabbed someone in 
the back.  It is murderous, and it is combative.  The unfulfilled desires of the pleasure seeking 
heart will lead to battles between believers, face to face combat, verbal attacks and assaults on 
one another.  It leads to warfare.  All out wars, sides lining up one against the other, with a host 
of innocent parties caught in the middle which cause great destruction to all.  The strife torn heart 
that seeks the satisfaction of its own pleasures will lead to strife between individuals.  

The thwarting of one’s desires is possibly the most horrible thing you can do to someone.  When 
pleasure rules the heart, any opposition to that pleasure is a direct attack on one’s god.  It is an 
effort to cast down the object of worship, the object that my flesh worships and longs for.  If you 
want to see this displayed, find a young child that has never had his will thwarted.  These 
children abound.  Find one that has always been able to wheedle and whine his way into getting 
what he wants and then refuse that child something he desires.  You are in for a battle.  You are 
going to see venom, hatred, wicked speech, maliciousness and selfishness all poured out in many 
cunning ways.  We may not throw temper tantrums like a toddler, yet the pleasure seeking heart 
is no better.  It will unleash its wrath in every way possible to achieve the satisfaction of it’s own 
wants.  

The pleasure seeking heart, when I say pleasure seeking, I don’t mean living in all out sin and 
doing every wicked thing imaginable. I mean a heart that pursues it’s own pleasures, and that is 



ruled by what it wants, even if those wants are legitimate.  There are two ways the heart can be 
sinfully pleasure seeking.  First, wanting the wrong things.  Second, wanting the right things too 
much.  The pleasure seeking heart is strife torn and strife producing.  One reason it produces so 
much strife is it is self sufficient.  It is a heart that follows the first lie told to mankind in the 
garden of Eden.  It is a heart that believes God is not good and God is withholding something 
good and necessary from you.  It is a heart that is self sufficient, imaging that it doesn’t need 
God or that God will not do what is really good and best.  James indicts the church, “Ye have not 
because ye ask not.” How is it that we, who are recipients of the manifold grace of God, do not 
unceasingly go to the throne of God? How is it that we, who have the promises that God will not 
withhold from us any good thing and, as James has already said in this letter, that every good and 
perfect gift comes from God, can act as if God does not or would not give to us that which is 
truly necessary.  Yet this is exactly what we do.  We imagine that we are sufficient for our needs, 
and we act as if God is only necessary when we get in a situation that is beyond our ability.  We 
turn to God as if He is the last resort, only when there is something we cannot do ourselves. 
How can we be so cavalier and careless about prayer? How can be we so foolish? If every good 
gift comes from God, then we need to turn to God.  The pleasure driven heart doesn’t turn to 
God, it imagines it is sufficient for itself and can satisfy it’s own desires according to its own 
abilities.  

A heart that is seeking its own pleasures and seeks to satisfy them in its own ways is a heart that 
ultimately is looking for no greater good than it’s own.  It is completely self seeking.  Strife 
comes from a heart that is seeking what it imagines to be its own good.  It is striving to satisfy its 
own pleasures.  Verse 3 ends with the word, lusts, which is the same word that is used in verse 1, 
pleasures.  We do not have because, when there is prayer, it is prayer for one’s own pleasure. 
This verse is a clear indictment of a myriad of folks that teach some version of the lie that God is 
out there to give you what you want.  As Spurgeon pointed out, all such prayers are blasphemies, 
treating God as if He were the servant of man, to gratify the desires of men and to help man in 
the satisfaction of his own selfish lusts.  Such prayers are no prayers at all; they are mockeries 
heaped up in the face of God.  They are a sacrilege against the holiness and goodness of God. 
These self seeking prayers must be forsaken.  You must not pray for your own pleasure.  You 
must instead pray for God’s pleasure and the profit of your fellow man.  Praying for the 
consumption of your desire comes from a pleasure driven heart that has no real love for God.  

The source of every conflict is unfulfilled desires.  These unfulfilled desires are found in a heart 
that is, at best, attempting to be the friend of the things of this world and the friend of God.  The 
problem is you cannot have it both ways.  To seek after pleasure is to reject God.  To be the 
friend of the world, desiring it’s pleasures and satisfactions is to be the enemy of God.  God will 
not share worship with anything or anyone.  He will not share worship with Baal or with 
basketball.  He will not share glory with Allah or Amazon.  He will not share His preeminence 
with anything.  The charity and wisdom of the world is to give everything equal importance and 
treat all gods as equally great.  This so called compassion does nothing but decrease the value of 
God.  If I were to suddenly declare that all metal were equally valuable, I would not increase at 
all the value of baser metals like tin or aluminum.  No, the only way all metal can be equally 
valuable is to decrease the value of the precious metals.  Iron will not become as precious as 
gold; gold will become as cheap as iron.  To make God one among many, even a very important 
one among many, is to decrease His worth and make Him no God.  God declares you will 
worship and desire Him alone, or you will not worship and desire Him at all.  There are no 
halfway measures here.  There are no bystanders, impartial observers or fence sitters.  One is 
either the friend of God and obedient to His Word or one is the friend of the world and the 
enemy of God.  The heart that pursues its own pleasures is a heart that is opposed to God.  

Enmity with God will create enmity with men.  Verse 5 is one of those very difficult verses in 



the Bible to translate.  He says “Do ye think the Scripture saith?” but is not quoting directly a 
single verse in the Old Testament.  Instead, he seems to be summarizing a basic truth that is 
found throughout the Old Testament regarding the selfishness of the heart of every person.  The 
King James seems to be the best rendering of the phrase.  The NIV does a pretty good job of 
describing what I think is the point of the statement.  If you have a different translation in front 
of you, many of them seem to miss the point, some seeming to lean toward the battle between the 
Holy Spirit and the believer’s old nature.  In this context, James is indicating the nature of man’s 
heart.  The heart of man, his natural, sinful spirit is one that longs jealously.  That jealousy and 
longing is what drives men to all manner of strife.  Our self seeking heart is at enmity with God 
and in conflict with men.  Titus 3 summarizes this truth for the unbeliever, declaring that before 
Christ we were hate filled, malicious and envious.  For the believer, this strife is stirred up again 
when we live for our own pleasures.  1 John 1:6-7 indicates that our fellowship with our fellow 
believers is dependent on our first having right fellowship with God.  The strife torn heart of a 
pleasure seeker is at odds with God and will produce enmity with man.

What do we do about this? Next week we are going to look more fully at the solution James 
gives.  I will just leave you with this by way of application.  “Seek ye first the kingdom of God.” 
(Matthew 6:33) “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth.” (Colossians 3:5) 
“Let your life be without covetousness; and be content with such these as ye have: for He hath 
said, I will never leave thee nor forsake thee.” (Hebrews 13:5) To overthrow the rule of pleasure 
in your heart, you must let another God rule.  Make Him and His kingdom most important. 
Don’t seek your desires; seek His.  In doing so, put to death the desires of the flesh, especially 
those sinful desires that abound in all of us.  Do not be covetous, discontent and doubting. 
Instead, trust God to provide all necessary things for you and to sustain you with His presence in 
all situations.  Overthrow the false gods of pleasure and worship only the true God of the Bible.


