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March 10, 2013      James 4:7-10  

 

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will 

come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, 

mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before 

the Lord, and he will lift you up. 

 

In Arabic, the word “Islam” means “submission” or “surrender.”  Muslims try to render their submission by 

bowing five times a day towards Mecca.  Whatever Allah says, they do.  Then they are considered true 

“Muslims.”  It is how they prove themselves to Allah in their submission.   

 

“Submit” is a dirty word in American culture.  We don’t’ want to submit to anyone.  We want to flex our 

muscles and exercise our rights over everyone.  This is what we equate with freedom.  Yet in today’s text James 

also says to submit yourselves to God.  God calls on all of us to submit, both males and females – to God.  We 

do not bow five times a day to Jerusalem or Trinity.  How do we submit to God – to the true God – Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit?   

 

Let’s look at Jesus.  God’s word says that He “humbled Himself and became obedient to death, even death 

on a cross.”  When the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the desert to fight against the devil’s temptations, Jesus went.  

When the deaf and the blind needed healing, Jesus healed them.  When the masses needed fed, Jesus fed them.  

When the Father said, “Go to the cross and be punished with my wrath for the sins of the world,” Jesus went.  

Submission did not involve putting other people to death at the Father’s command.  It involved allowing 

Himself to be put to death for the sins of the world.  His life was one of perfect submission; even putting 

Himself under the anger of God; an anger which He never deserved.   

 

God does not demand such submission from us; for each and every one of us to climb on a cross and be put 

under God’s wrath.  We couldn’t bear it.  We couldn’t even do it in the first place.  Jesus already did it so that 

we wouldn’t have to.  So how do we submit to God?  Why does James even tell us to do so if Jesus already 

submitted to death on the cross for us?   

 

Submit Yourselves to God 

 

I.  It is a command you don’t have to follow 

 

We don’t have to.  Look at the parable of the Prodigal Son.  Here was a young man who didn’t want to submit 

to his father.  He didn’t want to live under his household or by his rules.  (By the way, it wasn’t as if his father 

were cruel or mean.  His father was rich and generous and oh so gracious.  He was willing to share all he had 

with his sons.  But the sons didn’t think of him that way.  The older son thought of him as a slave driver who 

wouldn’t share anything with him.  He submitted, but he didn’t like it.  The younger son originally thought of 

his father as too restricting.  He couldn’t spend his inheritance the way he wanted to.)  So he asked for his 

inheritance and ran away from the father.  The interesting thing is that the father gave him his share of the 

inheritance and the older son his share of the inheritance, even though he knew the prodigal son would waste it.  

The prodigal didn’t want to submit to the father, so the father let him go.   

 

This is an important lesson for us in the way God works.  God created humanity with a will.  When sin came, 

that will became corrupted – to only want what we want – whether it’s good or bad.  As a baptized Christian, 

your will has been freed to want what God wants.  But your sinful will still craves after harmful and bad things.  

God doesn’t stop you from wanting bad things.  You can look at life in the church as too demanding and 

restrictive.  You can eagerly anticipate your time in college so that you can ignore all the advice your parents 
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gave you.  If you don’t like the rules, you can break them.  You have that freedom to do what you want.  You 

can leave if you want.   

 

But you have to realize that by choosing to do things YOUR way you will have no choice when it comes to the 

consequences.   When I play games with my son he has the incessant habit of wanting to win.  Inevitably, he 

demands to turn back the clock on decisions he’s made; to undo the move he just made.  It doesn’t bother me 

too much; for the most part I just enjoy time with him and chuckle at him.  But I’m not teaching him a good life 

lesson when I allow him to do that.  Life isn’t like that.  We don’t get a mulligan when we mess up.  Yet we still 

scream at God when we suffer because of our own mistakes, not wanting to accept the fact that this is the nature 

of life.     

 God allowed the Old Testament Israelites the freedom to worship other gods.   God warned them that if 

they did so He would become angry with them and stop protecting them, but they did it anyway.  Their 

choice of other gods was also a choice to reject the LORD.   

 The Prodigal Son was allowed to leave and waste his inheritance on wild women and drunkenness.  As a 

result he ended up broke.  He had no money left and he’d made a complete idiot of himself.   It was 

inevitable to happen sooner or later with the things he was doing.    

 James wrote, “Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come 

near to God and he will come near to you.”  Notice how submission to God is equated with resistance 

to the devil.  This would mean that a failure to submit to God then de facto means leaving yourself open 

to the devil.  There are consequences to willful living.  You open yourself back up to the devil.   

 

II. It is a command that is begun when God breaks our will 

 

God calls on us to live a life of submission.  Islam’s version of submission is in DOING what Allah tells you to 

do.  What is the Christian version of submission?  It is in allowing God to do what HE WANTS with you, even 

when YOU don’t really want it and even when it is painful.   

 

When the prodigal son returned to the father his will was broken.  Notice how the young man returns to the 

father.  See how the Israelites return to the LORD.  They aren’t making demands.  They are willing to allow the 

master to do anything HE WANTS with them – trusting that He will do so mercifully.   

 The Israelites in the Old Testament lesson say, “We have sinned. Do with us whatever you think best, 

but please rescue us now.”   Then they got rid of the foreign gods among them and served the 

LORD.  (Judges 10:15)   They were willing to submit to whatever discipline God gave them.     

 The young man planned to say to his father, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.   

I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’   

The only things they wanted from the LORD was to be a part of His household again.  As long as they were in 

His household, they were didn’t mind however He treated them or what He asked them to do.  Unlike Muslim 

submission, the submission was not one in order to prove themselves worthy by bowing down to the LORD five 

times.  The submission was a reflection of the breaking of the will through suffering; given in reflection of their 

own unworthiness and their need for RESCUE.  With a deep recognition of their sinfulness they were willing to 

accept whatever the LORD decided to do with them; as long as they could be in HIS MERCIFUL PRESENCE 

again.  It took great trust to believe that the LORD wouldn’t abuse His authority or make their lives miserable 

for no reason.   

 

Submission is never easy.  Think of the story of David.  His son Absalom took the law in his own hands by 

killing his half-brother Amnon when he raped his sister.  David loved his son Absalom, but what he had done 

was wrong.  2 Samuel 13:37 says that David mourned for Absalom every day, and that he longed to see his son 

again.  Yet even after Absalom was allowed to return, David still didn’t see him - even when he lived in 

Jerusalem.  This was hard for David to live with.  I would imagine that in David’s mind if he had welcomed 
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Absalom back into the kingdom he would have been condoning murder.  He had to do the right thing and 

submit to his conscience and to the LORD’s justice, even though it cost him his relationship with his son and 

even though he wanted to see his son.  Submission caused him grief and pain.  David struggled greatly with this 

terrible family situation; but he endured it and grew closer to the LORD throughout his suffering. 

 

Absalom, on the other hand, is an example of someone who didn’t want to submit.  He wasn’t happy with his 

situation – even when he returned to Jerusalem.  He didn’t like living under the shadows of the palace, being 

known as the murderous son of the king.  He wanted to be king, even though it would mean rebellion against 

his father.  I would imagine he also had feelings of hatred towards his father for refusing to see him as well.  

Absalom tried to overthrow the throne of David and ended up being put to death in the process because he 

didn’t want to submit to the king; even though the king was his father.  He died in rebellion.  The younger son 

in the parable of the Gospel didn’t.  He came back home and was willing to suffer the results of his rebellion.  

 

At first, rebellion might seem good and right.  Imagine the prodigal son in the parable when he had first left his 

father.  You could see the smile on his face!  He would have seemed so happy as he spent his money and partied 

it up!  He was finally FREE!  Absalom, too perhaps enjoyed sleeping with David’s wives on the roof of the 

temple for the short period of time.  Finally, he was the king!  He had all that he ever wanted!  That’s the way it 

might feel when you finally free yourself from a situation that is causing you pain and grief.   You finally get 

out from your parents strict rules and get to live it up!  You finally get rid of the spouse that has been bothering 

you for years.  “Woo hoo!”   

 

It’s to people like this; ones that are “happy” because they are doing things their own way that James writes this 

advice.  “Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.  Grieve, mourn and 

wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom.   Humble yourselves before the Lord, 

and he will lift you up.”  Do not celebrate your sinful decisions and excuse them with the fact that you’re 

“happier” now.  If you’re happy because of your sin, then you’ve got serious spiritual problems.  Happiness is 

not the gauge of life.  In some senses you might say that the exact opposite is; sorrow is the gauge of life; 

because we are constantly having to live with the results of our sin.   

 

III. It is fulfilled when the Father gets His hands on us 

 

Pilate tried to wash his hands with water that had been brought to him by blaming his decision on the Jews.  He 

tried to pronounce his own absolution and declare himself “not guilty.”  In a sense he tried to baptize himself.  

But his words and his actions were powerless to provide the forgiveness he needed.  Legend has it that he ended 

up miserably killing himself.  Peter, on the other hand, washed his hands with his tears of sorrow.  When he saw 

Jesus on the shore, instead of running from Jesus he swam to him and knelt before Jesus.  Like the prodigal son, 

he came back in humility. 

 

Think about how difficult it would have been for the younger son to come back home.  His brother was going to 

look at him with complete contempt.  If he had to work with the hired hands, they would have abused him and 

made him feel like such a failure for ever having left in the first place.    

 

In this sense the Christian submission is much more difficult than simply kneeling five times a day to Mecca.  It 

involves enduring the guilty feelings of wanting to quit and give up.  It could mean coming back to church after 

you’ve really made a mess of your live and done some embarrassing things, knowing that members of church 

will probably always associate you with a sin you committed in your past.  It might mean putting aside what 

your family or your friends will think of you now that you’ve “found religion.”  They might laugh and say, “I 

wonder how long that will last?”  
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The prodigal son had to forget about all of that.  He had to only have a single-minded focus on the Father.  This 

is all so important when you come to church.  Try not to get distracted over who is sitting next to you or who is 

ushering or what not.  Forget about what your friends or your family will say about you going to church.  Try to 

stay focused on God!  Go to him, just like the prodigal son went to the father. 

 

The father didn’t disappoint.  He ran out to the son and said,  

‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  

Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate.  For this son of mine was dead 

and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.  

James promised the same treatment to those who come to the LORD in humility.  As he lifted Peter from 

drowning in the Sea of Galilee, Jesus will reach out and save you from drowning in the tears of your guilt.  He 

won’t hold a grudge.   

 

This is the beauty of Christian submission.  Long before you ever came to Him, Christ came to you.  He 

stretched out on a cross with you in mind, and was submitted Himself to death for YOU.  Submission doesn’t 

mean praying five times a day to Mecca.  It starts and continues and ends with our relationship with God.  We 

don’t come to God with anything.  Just as I am, without one plea, but that thy blood was shed for me.   He is the 

one who breaks us, and He is also the One who runs to us.  He is the one who clothes us.   

 

This is why we keep submitting our souls to Him at the beginning of every worship service.  What can be more 

comforting than to hear the absolution at the beginning of worship?  What can be more uplifting than to see the 

baptismal font and have God’s promise that your sins were covered in Jesus’ robe of righteousness?  What can 

be more cleansing than to receive the body and blood of the Lord for the forgiveness of your sins: not just your 

bad sins or your recent sins; but all of your sins?  When Jesus submitted to the death of the cross, He put 

Himself under God’s wrath for ALL of them.  The sacraments don’t just tell you about God’s forgiveness; they 

actually give you God’s forgiveness and apply His righteousness to you.  When Jesus promised you forgiveness 

in baptism and the Lord's Supper, he promised you COMPLETE forgiveness of your hands and your heart.  

Jesus gave you all of this because of HIS submission to the Father; His willingness to die under OUR SINS. 

 

Submission is not a dirty word to Christian Americans.  It is a beautiful word that describes what Jesus did FOR 

US.  Submission is also what James calls on from us.  There is no other way to victory.  There is no other way 

to heaven.  Throw aside your pride.  Put away your excuses.  Kneel before the LORD your maker.  Listen to 

Him call you forgiven.  See how He took hold of you in your baptism.  Taste how He loves as He feeds you 

with His Supper.  Be energized with His love and mercy.  Suffer Him to do whatever He wants with you and 

through you; knowing that through faith in His sacrifice; no matter how much you suffer in the humility of life; 

you too will be lifted up in the end.  Amen.   


