
COMMUNION WITH GOD 

JAMES 4 v 8 

 

Come near to God, and he will come near to you.  Wash your hands, you sinners!  Purify your hearts, 

you hypocrites! 

 

One of the topics that is often discussed in Presbyterian circles is the frequency of Communion services.  

This is also the case with other denominations in the Reformed Tradition.  A number of members of my 

Presbyterian congregation, who are former Anglicans, tell me that while they enjoy worshipping at St 

Andrew’s in Canberra, where I am the minister, and appreciate our style of worship, they miss the regularity 

of sharing in a Communion service.  In some churches the sacrament of Communion is observed every week.  

In other churches it is observed once a month.  The normal tradition in many Presbyterian churches is to 

observe Communion at least once a quarter.  I grew up in a tradition of the Communion season.  In my home 

church in Northern Ireland there was a Pre-Communion service, usually on a Wednesday or Thursday 

followed by a Communion service on the Sunday morning followed by a Thanksgiving service on the 

Sunday night.  This tradition still remains in some Presbyterian churches in Ireland and Scotland, but the 

trend these days, particularly in Australia where I minister, is to increase the frequency of Communion 

services.  In our Presbyterian tradition the entire service is usually focused on the sacrament; the introit (if 

there is a choir), hymns, prayers, anthem, scripture readings and sermon are a preparation for the observance 

of the sacrament of Communion.  Churches that have frequent celebrations of Communion tend to have 

Communion as an add-on at the end of a normal service which has not had a sacramental focus; it can 

become a weekly routine.  What are we doing when we come to a Communion service?  We are coming 

near to God and giving God the opportunity to come near to us.  James encourages us to do this; 4 v 8a.  

These words of James are sometimes misunderstood.  Remember that James is addressing Christians.  Why 

is James telling Christians to come to God?  Is that not what we do when we become Christians? – 

Ephesians 2 v 13 “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the 

blood of Christ”.  James is not talking about salvation, but about the repentance of those who are already 

Christians.  One of the prayers in many mainline church services is called the ‘Prayer of Confession’.  It 

comes early in the service.  It is necessary as we approach God in worship to confess our sins.  I often hear 

prayers in church where there is no confession of sins.  How can we approach God with our sins 

unconfessed?    

We have a constant need to approach God’s holy presence.  There is a sense in which we can always be 

conscious of God’s presence in our lives.  This is true, but James commands us to come near to God.  We 

are encouraged to obey this command by the promise which goes along with it, ‘and he (God) will come 

near to you’.  The order is significant.  There is a command followed by a promise.  We have a tendency to 

reverse this order.  We want the promise to come before the command.  How easy it would be to have a 

daily quiet time with God and how easy it would be to worship in church if we already had a more vivid 

sense of God’s presence.  God enriches with his presence those who obey his command to seek his presence.  



Alec Motyer wrote; “Fellowship with God – and its consequent blessing of his fellowship with us – does 

not ‘just happen’; we cannot drift into it any more than we drift into holiness.  It is our first 

obedience”.   

James goes on to command us to put in hand a thoroughgoing purification of our lives; v 8b.  This is very 

blunt language.  At a cursory glance we might assume that James is addressing sinners i.e. people who have 

never repented of their sins and become Christians.  But James is using strong negative descriptions to 

address Christians.   

As we read these words in our day James is referring to good, respectable people like us.  The principle 

James sets out is that there can be no communion with God without cleansing from sin.  There are two parts 

to this.   

Firstly, we must wash our hands.  My mother instructed me to always wash my hands before meals.  She 

didn’t want me to sit at the dinner table with dirt on my hands that I had accumulated out in the farmyard.  I 

sat down at the table to eat with clean hands.   

Whether we like it or not the bible makes it clear that we are sinners.  We sin each day in thought and word 

and deed.  We accumulate a lot of dirt in this sinful world.  As we sit down at the Communion table, we 

must wash our hands i.e. confess our outward sins of behaviour and speech to God.  

Secondly, we must purify our hearts.  The Greek word ‘dipsychos’ is translated ‘double mind’.  The term 

brings forcibly to mind the ‘doubleness’ of the Christian who seeks to become ‘a friend of the world’.  This 

is the sin of being two-faced with God.  Eugene Peterson paraphrases it; “Quit playing the field”.  Is that 

what some of us are doing?  We are trying to have the best of both worlds.  This must stop.  When we gather 

round the Communion table spread before us with bread and wine, we will be having communion with God.  

As we come near to a holy God, let us hear the commands to clean up the outer life of our hands and the 

inner life of our hearts.  

 

* This address was given at a Communion service.                      


