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FCCOE; 7/19/10; James 3:13-18; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: Faith that Makes a Difference 

“Faith that Is Wise” 

Introduction: We have seen James seek to employ our imaginations as he has taught us about having a 

faith that makes a difference. So, imagine, for a moment, that you are walking down the street and 

there is a person coming toward you. As that person comes into focus, you recognize him or her as 

someone you know who is filled with envy and selfish ambition, someone who just seems to sow 

disorder and evil wherever they go. Now, imagine a different person coming toward you and coming 

into focus. This is a person you recognize who is pure, peace-loving, considerate, submissive, merciful, 

impartial, and sincere. Wherever this person goes harmony seems to result. The question is, which 

person would you rather run into? Which would you rather have as a neighbor? The answer is obvious 

enough. Perhaps the better question might be, how can you become that kind of neighbor?! 

James gets us thinking in that direction as he goes on in his letter to talk about wisdom. In the opening 

verses of his letter, when James encouraging his readers to persevere in the midst of the various trials 

we experience in life and to see those trials as a way that our faith can mature, James calls us to pray for 

wisdom. He doesn’t say much about what wisdom is until now, and he doesn’t define it as much as he 

describes what it should look like. Not surprisingly, as James has taught us that true faith will show itself 

in good works, he now teaches that true wisdom will reveal itself in unselfish, godly conduct.  

I. Worldly Wisdom  

 A. To make his point, James gives us two pictures of wisdom: worldly wisdom and godly wisdom. 

For each, James describes its character, its source, and its result. Worldly wisdom is characterized by 

bitter envy and selfish ambition. It believes that what is wise to pursue is what is best for self-

advancement and personal pleasure. Envy, according to Henry Fairlie, in his book, The Seven Deadly Sins, 

is the most self-destructive of sins because it is never satisfied. While other sins may seem to provide at 

least moments of happiness, the appetite of envy never ceases. Its wisdom declares that we must 

always have more. Selfish ambition translates a rather rare word, used in its only pre-NT occurrences by 

Aristotle to refer to the partisanship of greedy politicians. “What’s in it for me?” would be the operative 

question asked by the one who purports to be wise. Again, James, while written nearly 2,000 years ago, 

reads in a sadly modern way!  

 B. The source of such wisdom, writes James, is earthly, unspiritual, and even demonic. It 

surfaces out of what is sometimes called the unholy trinity of the world, the flesh, and the devil. Earthly 

represents what is imperfect, unspiritual the supremacy of human reason, and demonic the adversary 

who seeks to oppose all that God is and stands for.  

 C. The result of employing this kind of worldly wisdom, writes James, of being governed by envy 

and selfish ambition, is “disorder and every evil practice.”  

Illustration: This kind of wisdom reminds me of the trouble the Mir space station got into a number of 

years ago (1997). As they were preparing for a spacewalk to fix damage incurred from a collision with an 

unmanned supply vessel, one of the Russian-US crew accidentally unplugged a cable that provided 

navigational information to the station, causing it to roll out of control and therefore its twelve solar 
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panels to become out of alignment with the sun, panels that provided power to the station. The station 

was forced to limp along under minimal power, without light, air conditioning, and only a five-day supply 

of oxygen, while the crew tried to fix the problem. It’s a good picture of what happens when we fall out 

of alignment with God’s guidance system, wisdom that comes from aligning ourselves with his Son and 

getting our power through the connection we can have with his Spirit. Disorder, and even evil, can rule 

the day when bitter envy and selfish ambition reigns. This kind of wisdom comes straight from hell. 

II. Godly Wisdom 

 A. The opposite picture of wisdom, the one that James affirms and encourages, comes straight 

from heaven. It is Godly wisdom. It is characterized, not by envy or selfish ambition, but by character 

traits that seek the good of the other. Its practitioners pursue peace with and are considerate to others. 

They are submissive, or willing to yield to another, even admitting when they are wrong. They are filled 

with mercy, seeking to put their compassion into the good fruit of action. They show no favoritism and 

there is no hypocrisy about them. 

Do you ever say to someone, “I’ll pray for wisdom,” or ask that of them? What do you really mean? Does 

wisdom go beyond just making a good choice? It seems that it does, and that these characteristics 

provide a good “checklist” for us when thinking about what wisdom really is.  

 B. The overarching characteristic of this wisdom is that it is pure. James uses a word here that 

describes the holy, completely other, character who is God, the one who is the source of such wisdom.  

Illustration: Our bell, cast by Paul Revere, is an incredible piece of work, and a wonderful historical 

treasure. But, as wonderful is it is, it is not pure. It was cast by Revere using some of his own material 

and by mixing in various pieces of sliver and jewelry donated by members of this church. Thus, our bell 

has some of Revere in it and some of us in it. Such a mixture is ok for a bell, but not for wisdom. If we 

are to be properly guided by God, we must be guided by his wisdom and not keep trying to mix in some 

of our own, some of what we think is best. For instance, the psalmist writes: The words of the Lord are 

flawless, like silver purified in a crucible, like gold refined seven times (12:6). 

What will be the result of employing such godly wisdom? Well, rather than disorder and evil, the more 

of God’s wisdom we can sow, James says at the end of this section, the more righteousness we will reap, 

the more what we do will be pleasing to him and good for our lives and good for our world.  

 C. You can’t help but think of the character of Jesus as James fleshes out this picture of godly 

wisdom. Paul has a similar picture in mind as he describes the submissive act of Jesus on the cross, 

where he took on the very nature of a servant. There was no selfish ambition about him. So, Paul urges 

us to take on the same mindset: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit [worldly wisdom]. 

Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to 

the interests of others” (Phil. 2:3-8). Humility, which James will go on to talk much more about, as we’ll 

see next week, is a key to living out this godly wisdom. It’s a word that describes a horse that recognizes 

it has a Master. It describes a life that is willing to respond to God’s hand on its reigns. It describes a 

teachable spirit, one that regularly feeds on God’s word and seeks him in prayer. May we both recognize 

those places where we can be filled with envy and selfishly ambition, and may humility take its place as 

we seek to be vessels of order and harmony and goodness in our world. 


