
Series: Unhindered 

“The Hindrance of the Flesh” 

James 4:1-10 

Today we open God’s Word as we continue our study called “Unhindered.” Throughout our time 

together we have been focusing on the fact that God wants us to live unhindered, free from 

obstacles and distractions that will prevent us from living a victorious life in Christ. We can all 

understand what it means to be hindered in something. It means that we are prevented, deterred, 

or impeded by something. Each of us have been prevented from something in our lives – something 

that we wanted to see, experience, or do. Sadly, many Christians are living their lives regularly 

hindered from the fullness of the life they have received in Christ. This is what Paul had in mind 

when he looked at the Galatian believers and said, “You were running well; who hindered you 

from obeying the truth?” Galatians 5:7. Perhaps you can relate to that today. Perhaps you 

understand this because you remember a time in your life where you were excited about the things 

of God. You believed in Jesus and trusted in Him to be your Lord and Savior. You experienced 

the joy that comes from being forgiven and the overwhelming peace that comes from knowing that 

you are right with God. Perhaps in those new days you were excited to serve, excited to be reading 

your Bible. Everything was so new and so sweet that you felt it would never fade. However, over 

time, today you sit there wondering where the feeling has gone. You wonder why the excitement 

has left. Perhaps you no longer have the same commitment to reading God’s Word. You no longer 

have the same excitement to serve the Lord. Perhaps even spending time with other believers has 

become more of a chore than a blessing. Simply put, you were running well, but now something 

has hindered you. 

There are many things that can cause a hindrance in our relationship with the Lord and with others. 

These hindrances end up being a blockage that prevents us from walking in health and 

experiencing the life that God has called us to. Throughout this series we are addressing various 

blockages that can prevent us from spiritual health. **ILL: If you had a physical health problem 

you would go see a doctor. He would ask many questions until he found an area of particular 

concern. Then, once the area was identified, he would begin probing deeper. That is largely what 

we are doing spiritually through this series. We are doing a spiritual “check-up” where I am 

bringing up several general areas, but as we open ourselves to God’s leading, the Holy Spirit will 

probe further into each area to show us where a hindrance might exist so that He can deal with it 

in our lives. So far, we have discovered four primary hindrances – The hindrance of disobeying 

God’s Word, the hindrance of doubt, the hindrance of conflicts and division, and the hindrance of 

unrepentance. Today we come to a fifth hindrance – The hindrance of our flesh. 

Show Text 

The title of this message may sound strange to you. When you hear the word “flesh” you may think 

of it in a literal sense. Perhaps you are thinking, “Pastor, I can’t do anything about the physical 

skin God gave me.” Perhaps you have various skin conditions that frustrate you and annoy you 

and you are thinking, “Amen! I am hindered by my skin all the time.” While I feel your pain, that 
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is not what we are talking about today. When we refer to “the flesh” in Scripture, we are referring 

to much more than just the outward skin of man. We are also referring to much more than just the 

entirety of a person’s physical body. When God speaks of “the flesh” in the New Testament, He 

is usually speaking of a person’s nature. God created Adam and Eve to enjoy a relationship with 

Him. They were created perfectly, without fault and without sin. However, Adam and Eve chose 

to sin against God and go their own direction. The end result is that sin entered the world and was 

passed on to all mankind. Our “flesh” then is the nature that we have which leads us away from 

the things of God. Pastor Mark Bubeck defined the flesh this way, “The flesh is a compulsive 

inner force inherited from man’s fall, which expresses itself in general and specific rebellion 

against God and His righteousness. The flesh can never be reformed or improved. The only hope 

for escape from the law of the flesh is its total execution and replacement by a new life in the Lord 

Jesus Christ.” So, the flesh is the nature within me that brings about temptation and draws me away 

from the Lord and His will for my life. In other words, the flesh, if given the reigns of my life, will 

greatly hinder me from the things of the Lord. Having defined “the flesh”, I want us to see clearly 

today how it hinders us and how we can overcome it. 

I. The Struggle with the Flesh (vs. 1-3) 

The struggle with our flesh shouldn’t be difficult to grasp. We have already seen that God has 

called us to live our lives for Him – to know Him, to love Him, to honor Him. However, in our 

very nature, we have this fleshly, sinful draw away from the very thing we need most and the very 

One Who gives purpose and meaning to our life. In fact, everything that God says about “the flesh” 

is very negative. For example, Romans 7:18 tells us that there is no good thing in the flesh. Jesus 

said in John 6:63 that the flesh profits nothing. Paul even instructed us in Philippians 3:3 to put 

no confidence in the flesh. The struggle is real. According to James, we see this struggle in three 

specific ways. 

A. It Wars Against Us 

So, we all have a fleshly, sinful nature that we were born with. However, when we receive 

Jesus by faith the Bible says in 2 Peter 1:4 that we become partakers of the divine nature. 

This means that God has given us a new nature. We have new desires and a new direction. 

We now want to live our life to please Him and not to please ourselves. We now seek to 

glorify Him, not glorifying ourselves and our wants. This results, then, in a war that takes 

place. We have the old physical nature, the flesh, with all of its cravings and desires, and 

then we have the new spiritual nature that desires to honor and obey God. These two natures 

are completely opposed to each other. Galatians 5:16-17 says, “But I say, walk by the 

Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh. For the flesh sets its desire against 

the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that 

you may not do the things that you please.” We can see the war clearly. 

James begins with a simple question, “What is the reason for the all of the arguments and 

conflicts among you?” Then he answers his question, “Isn’t the source of all of this chaos 

your passions (lusts) that wage war in your body?” Please understand that these were not 

sweet and simple words that God was using to describe the issues. These were graphic 
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words of wars, fights, and battles. When we face various struggles, we often look for 

someone else to blame. If we lose the game, it’s not our fault, it’s someone else’s. If we 

don’t get the job, it’s because the boss was an idiot and made a bad decision. If we make a 

bad grade, it must be the teacher’s fault. If we have some punishment or consequence, it 

must have been a bad rule or a bad decision. We like to excuse ourselves and shift blame, 

but God says the source of this conflict, this war, is our very own flesh. He said that the 

reason for the conflicts and divisions is because of the pleasures that exist in our flesh. The 

word “pleasures” literally means lust and refers to the various desires of our flesh. In fact, 

the original Greek word that was used is where we get our English word “hedonism”, which 

suggests that one’s pleasure should be their main pursuit in life. 

The war with our flesh is very real. Even the Apostle Paul could relate to this. In Romans 

7:14-15, 18-19, he confessed, “For we know that the Law is spiritual, but I am of flesh, 

sold into bondage to sin. For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing 

what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate…For I know that nothing good 

dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good 

is not. For the good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want.” 

Then he concluded in verse 24, “Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the 

body of this death?” The war is real, but James moves on to a second aspect of the struggle. 

B. It Wants More 

One of the major problems with our flesh, besides the fact that it wars against the Spirit of 

God, is that it is never content. Our flesh is never satisfied. It is always wanting. You feed 

the flesh, and there may be satisfaction for a brief moment, but it is never fulfilled or 

content. It is like an overzealous, always watchful, never ending predator that is looking 

for something to devour and consume. James says, “You lust and do not have.” The word 

in the Greek literally meant “to earnestly covet and want.” We all know what lust is. We 

normally think of it in the context of attraction and sex, but it is far more involved than 

that. In fact, it is describing a longing, a yearning, and a desire for something. This can 

apply to many different things. So often we may see someone or something and think, “If 

I can just have this, or just experience this, then I will be happy. Then I will be fulfilled.” 

The world is incredible with its marketing, its gadgets, its glamor, etc. The world is always 

offering us pictures of the “good life” and what we must do, have, or experience in order 

to have this “good life.” The world makes it look as good as gold, but the truth is that it’s 

fool’s gold. It has a great appearance, but it can’t save your soul or satisfy your longing. 

When we live according to the lusts and wants of our flesh, we don’t realize all that we 

already have. That’s why James says, “You lust and do not have.” When you live according 

to lust, you only see what you don’t have and place little thought or value to what God has 

already given you. This was the case with Adam and Eve. They were focused on the one 

tree that God kept off limits and completely ignored the fact that God had given them the 

rest of the Garden of Eden. And David, God had given him victories, wealth, lands, and 

even wives, but he instead focused on the one that he didn’t have. We see this pattern all 

through the Bible and we can probably see it in our lives today.  
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When we live according the lusts, we not only buy into the lie that we need more, but we 

go to ridiculous lengths to fulfill our lusts. James says, “So you commit murder.” Maybe 

you think that would never be you, but I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Cain wanted favor 

from God like Abel, so he killed his own brother. David wanted Bathsheba for himself, so 

he had her husband killed. In Jeremiah’s day, the people were so consumed by their own 

lusts and desires that they rose up against Moses and Aaron to kill them. And didn’t the 

Pharisees want their own way when they crucified Jesus? The point is that when we live 

according the lusts of our flesh, it will lead us to places and to extremes that we never 

thought possible. When our flesh rules, there is no low that we can’t stoop to.  

Then, James gives us the real conclusion of these “wants.” He says, “You are envious and 

cannot obtain.” James is saying, “In your lusts you want certain things. You go to every 

length to have them. You get it, but it doesn’t satisfy. It isn’t fulfilling. Then, you move on 

to the next want.” In other words, you get it, but you don’t hold on to it because it didn’t 

fulfill your longing. We see this in so many ways. **ILL: A person purchases a cell phone. 

It’s got all the bells and whistles. It is great for a season, and then they come out with the 

new model. The new and improved is so much better so we now have to have that one. It 

may not be a big deal if we are talking about a cell phone or a car, but sadly we often treat 

our relationships the same way. “I want this and since this is what I want, I am going to 

pursue it.” But James says that you won’t hold onto that. It won’t satisfy you because it is 

based upon your lusts. It shouldn’t surprise us then that 67% of second marriages end in 

divorce and almost 80% of third marriages end in divorce. If it is based simply on your 

wants and desires, it will not last. The only way for it to last is for there to be repentance 

and renewal to right relationship with God.  

C. It Weakens Our Walk 

 

Here is a third major struggle with our flesh. It greatly weakens our walk with God and, 

specifically, it hinders our prayer life. Now, remember, James was writing this to believers. 

Up to this point, it sounds like he was writing to non-Christians, but that was not the case. 

Sadly, the church looked a lot like the world around them. The practices of idolatry and 

immorality were present in the church even as they were in the culture around them. 

Obviously, living by your flesh and sinning against God is not good. Remember from last 

week, Isaiah 59:2 says, “Your iniquities have made a separation between you and your 

God, and your sins have hidden His face from you so that He does not hear.” Notice how 

it weakens our walk: 

 

It hinders us from praying personally. It seems strange that James brings this up at this 

moment. He goes from talking about our fleshly lusts to now talking about prayer. He says, 

“You do not have, because you do not ask.” When we live according to our flesh, we see 

all sorts of wants and we do what we can to acquire them. This is a big problem. God 

desires that we bring our wants and needs to Him in prayer. When I am living under the 

Holy Spirit’s control, I am constantly aware of my need for Him. So, I talk to God. I think 

about Him. I recognize that every good and perfect gift comes from Him. So when there is 
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a desire, I first look to God and not to myself. This does two things. First, it helps me to 

realize my need for Him. Second, it serves as an accountability in my life. Not every “want” 

is sinful, but not every “want” is from God. If I am living in my flesh, I am not going to be 

thinking about prayer and relationship with God. **ILL: Like a dog that cowers away in 

guilt when he has done something wrong, we often keep a distance from God when we 

know we aren’t living right. I might pray in times of emergency or pray for someone else, 

but I am not really going to pour my heart out to God. However, when I am walking in the 

Spirit, I am going to talk openly with God. I am going to share what’s really on my heart. 

And, usually if there is a perceived need or want that is not pleasing to Him, God convicts 

me of it before I even ask.  

 

It hinders us from praying properly. I am not suggesting that you need to follow a certain 

pattern for prayer to be right. James is showing us that living by our flesh hinders us from 

praying in a way that honors God. He said, “You ask and do not receive, because you ask 

with wrong motives, so that you may spend it on your pleasures.” In other words, when 

living by our flesh, we only pray according to our will and our wants so that we can do 

what we please. We are wanting our will to be done and not God’s will. We are more 

concerned about our pleasures than on what is pleasing to God. Yes, we can pray boldly 

with faith and there is nothing that we shouldn’t be able to talk with Him about. However, 

that doesn’t mean that we should ask everything of Him. Our lusts will lead us to ask for 

things that aren’t pleasing to Him. Our lusts will lead us to things that would not be good 

for us. Warren Wiersbe said it well, “Our prayers must not be motivated by our pleasures 

unless the things that bring God pleasure are the things that we are seeking. A pleasure 

driven prayer life will find that heaven is made of brass.” When we pray, we are always to 

pray according to His will. Remember, Jesus taught us to pray, “Your Kingdom come, 

Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  

 

II. The Seriousness of Living by Our Flesh (vs. 4-5) 

Hopefully the struggle of our flesh has been clearly explained. I trust that we can all relate and 

identify. Perhaps, though, you are wondering, “Well, Pastor, what’s the big deal? We all struggle 

with our flesh. Why does this really matter?” God answers this in the next two verses. He shows 

us the serious result of living our life under the control of our sinful nature. We all live with the 

presence of a sinful nature. However, that doesn’t mean that we are to live by its rule and control 

in our lives. Many do. They are called unbelievers. They have not repented of sin and trusted in 

Jesus as their Lord and Savior. The word “Lord” means “Ruler.” We all have a sinful nature, but 

those who are saved have a sanctified, God-given, new nature. In fact, we have the Holy Spirit to 

lead us and guide us. We must now daily choose which we will live by – the flesh or the Spirit. If 

we live under the control of our sinful flesh, James says there will be 2 results: 

A. We Become an Adulterer 

This may sound like a strong statement, but it was meant to be. An adulterer is one who 

has entered a covenant with someone who has violated the covenant by seeking another. 
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We know what this is in the context of marriage. From many different perspectives, most 

of us have bore witness to the pain and the devastation this causes. God looks at those who 

claim to know Him, love Him, yet who do not live for Him and He calls it like it is – they 

are adulterers. What would cause God to say this? James answers, “Your friendship with 

the world causes you to be unfaithful to God.” This means that we need to understand what 

the world is. Doesn’t the Bible say that “God so loved the world?” We must understand 

that the Bible uses the word “world” to describe three different things. Sometimes it’s used 

to describe the physical world, the earth. It is also used at times to describe the human 

world, mankind. On other occasions it is used to describe the spiritual system that is 

opposed to God and to Christ. This “world” that is being described here is Satan’s system 

for opposing God. That is why Jesus called Satan “the prince of this world” in John 12:31. 

It is the opposite of what is holy and Godly. The world is the outward influence that seeks 

to lure us away from the things of God. James says we are not to have friendship with the 

world. In other words, we aren’t meant to be comfortable in this world. We aren’t to feel 

at home in this system that is opposed to God. We aren’t to accept its philosophies and 

adopt its teachings. 1 John 2:15-17 says it well, “Do not love the world nor the things in 

the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in 

the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not 

from the Father, but is from the world. The world is passing away, and also its lusts; but 

the one who does the will of God lives forever.” A Christian doesn’t become a friend of 

the world overnight. We become a friend of the world one small compromise at a time. 

Worldliness creeps up on you. It is a gradual process which starts with friendship, but if 

we allow it, James 1:27 says that we will be stained by the world. In other words, it will 

leave its mark on us. We will begin compromising to adopt its ways and, as we are stained 

by it, we begin to conform to it and eventually we look no different from the world. 

In God’s eyes, this is spiritual adultery. It is being unfaithful to Him. Sadly, we see this 

with the Israelites throughout the Old Testament. God looked at His people in Jeremiah’s 

day and said, “ ‘Surely, as a woman treacherously departs from her lover, so you have dealt 

treacherously with Me, O house of Israel,’ declares the Lord,” Jeremiah 3:20. God’s 

people had refused to focus on Him. They refused to serve and honor Him. They 

continually put other things before Him and bowed down to the false idols. God 

summarized their actions in Ezekiel 16:30, 32, “ ‘How languishing is your heart,’ declares 

the Lord God, ‘while you do all these things, the actions of a bold-faced harlot…You 

adulteress wife, who takes strangers instead of her husband.’ ” God was saying, “I am the 

One who loved you, chose you, made you My own, but you continue to turn to others and 

are unfaithful to Me.” In fact, God called a prophet named Hosea to marry a prostitute 

primarily to show the people how unfaithful they had been and yet how faithful He was to 

pursue them.  

Christian brothers and sisters, when you live your life according to the flesh, you are 

committing spiritual adultery against God. You have been saved. You have been given a 

new name. You have been changed. Your life, your very body is for the Lord. 1 

Corinthians 6:19-20 says it well, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 
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Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you 

have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.”  

B. We Become an Adversary 

 

James now clarifies that those who wish to be a friend of the world that opposes God make 

themselves an enemy of God. If we live for God and turn from sin we experience His grace 

and mercy, but when we reject God and His ways turning to the ways of the world and our 

own personal wants, we instead experience the consequences and His judgment. James, 

here, is calling us to consider, “Whose side are we on?” We can’t have it both ways. We 

can’t straddle the fence of living for God and living for self. We can’t live like Jesus and 

look like the world at the same time. Sure, you can put on a show on Sunday and appear to 

be a saint and then turn around and live like the devil this week, but you aren’t fooling God. 

In fact, the only person you are actually deceiving is yourself. James says, “You have made 

yourself an enemy of God.”  

 

III. The Secret to Victory Over the Flesh (vs. 6-10) 

Perhaps this message is a bit overwhelming to you. Perhaps you are thinking, “Pastor, well what 

am I supposed to do? I have this flesh that I struggle with, but I can’t beat it or overcome it. This 

is hopeless. What’s the point?” Well, realizing your inability and insufficiency is indeed the point. 

There are many religions that will say in order to get better, you have to make yourself better. So, 

they give you a list of do’s and don’ts. This is true of every cult in the world. It’s true of many 

professing “Christian” denominations who teach that you can be right with God through your good 

works. This is a lie from the devil himself. You can’t overcome the devil in your flesh. You can’t 

overcome the temptations and the pressures of the world by your own will power. You can’t 

overcome the struggles and weakness of your own flesh by your sheer want-to. However, you can 

overcome. You can have victory. You can win the battle that wages in your flesh and you can 

reject the many temptations of the world. How? The secret to victory is that you can’t have victory 

on your own. You need God. That is James’ key point in verse 6b. He says, “God is opposed to 

the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” In other words, God rejects those who deny and refuse 

their need for Him, but He gives grace to all who come to Him. God is the key. He is the focus. 

He is the only way that we can have victory. James gives us three commands related to the battle 

and shows us three results. 

A. Submit to God…and the Devil Will Flee 

I have heard many people only quote the second phrase of this verse, “Resist the devil and 

he will flee from you.” However, they miss the context. The most important part is the first 

part, “Submit to God.” Satan is not even remotely scared of us. He is more clever than us, 

stronger than us, and has powers beyond what any of us personally possess. Before his fall, 

he was the most wise, most beautiful, and most powerful of all created beings. He is the 

ruler of countless demons, the ruler of this fallen world, and knows all about us. He has 

thousands of years of experience at deceiving and manipulating mankind. What I am saying 

is that there is nothing about us that will cause him to fear or to flee. However, our victory 
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isn’t found in ourselves. It is found in God. We are to submit to God. It means that we are 

to put ourselves under God’s care and God’s control. That changes the entire situation. 

John Phillips said it best, “When we submit ourselves to God, that leaves the devil face-

to-face with Him.” Satan is no match for God and, at God’s power and control, has to flee.  

B. Draw Near to God…and He Will Draw Near to You 

Ever since sin entered the world it brought division and separation between God and man. 

For Adam and Eve, it meant their removal from the Garden of Eden. God was still with 

them, but there was clearly a separation that occurred. God’s presence is in all places at all 

times, but that doesn’t mean that we are close to Him. It doesn’t mean that we are in a right 

relationship. We understand that. **ILL: We can be sitting on the same sofa with a loved 

one and not be close and in right relationship with them. This is why David came broken 

before the Lord and prayed, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast 

spirit within me. Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy 

Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing 

spirit,” Psalm 51:10-12. What is he doing? He is drawing near to God, confessing his sins, 

and pleading for God to restore him to a right relationship. This is what James is referring 

to by being miserable, mourning, weeping, grieving over our sin, and having our hearts 

purified and our hands cleansed. This is how we overcome our flesh.  

C. Humble Yourself Before God…and He Will Raise You Up 

 

James concludes with the obvious. Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord. I believe 

this is describing what is needed for repentance, but what is also needed for ongoing 

victory. The very moment you pridefully think you are doing fine is the very moment you 

will give in to the temptations of your flesh. Humbling ourselves before the Lord and 

leaning completely upon His mercy and grace is the only way we can accept God’s victory 

and apply it daily.  

Do you remember that sobering statement by Paul in Romans 7:24? He looked at his own flesh 

and weaknesses and declared, “Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of 

this death?” It sounds miserable and hopeless, doesn’t it? We get the impression that there is no 

way to have victory. If Paul can’t do it, then how can we? I have good news for us today, though. 

Paul didn’t end there. He answered his own question. He asked, “Who will set me from the body 

of this death?” Then in the very next statement of verse 25a he declared, “Thanks be to God 

through JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD!!!!!!” Our flesh seeks to hinder us in so many ways, but 

victory is available through Jesus Christ. Won’t you trust Him as Lord and Savior today! 


