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James 3:13-18 Sermon – Prideful and Humble Wisdom  

Good Morning everyone, we are going to continue with our sermon series on James. This 
morning, we will look at the issue of wisdom, that is, knowing how best to live. Throughout 
this sermon I will define wisdom as understanding how God ordered his creation and living 
according to that order. It is a constant theme in James, in fact it might be the central 
theme.  

It’s easy to see why the theme of wisdom would be important to James as he speaks to 
these fledgling churches, scattered across the empire. There would be all kinds of 
temptations for them, and they, as we, need to order their lives well. Especially their 
leaders. 

Last week we looked at the power of the tongue, to both build up, and to destroy. While this 
this warning is for all of us in the church, it is given particularly to our leaders. That’s why 
James says right at the beginning of this section, “not many of you should become 
teachers…” This is because the teacher’s tongue can get the whole church into all kinds of 
trouble. We have seen this countless times throughout church history, and our era is no 
diOerent.  

James continues this warning with our passage, calling out the teachers in the 
congregation yet again. This time referring to them as those who consider themselves 
“wise.”  

Let’s hear what our Lord says to us through his servant James: 

“13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom. 14 But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish 
ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. 15 Such “wisdom” does not 
come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where you have envy 
and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.  

17 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 
considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 18 Peacemakers 
who sow in peace reap a harvest of righteousness.” 

This is the Word of the Lord 
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What is wisdom? As we see from this passage, it is obviously more than knowledge. I 
defined it in the introduction as, understanding how God ordered his creation and living 
according to that order. Understanding is one part, living it is another.  
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We can know a lot, as we do in our era, and not be wise, that is, not know what to do with 
that knowledge. Wisdom is in knowing how to order that knowledge, and guide that 
knowledge into one’s life. In fact, knowing a lot can sometimes be very harmful to someone 
who isn’t wise, as it leads them into pride, which, as James teaches us, is the opposite of 
wisdom.  

This section in James helps us to see what kind of character shows wisdom. James does 
this by contrasting two forms of wisdom, one worldly wisdom, that I will call, “pride 
wisdom,” and one spiritual wisdom, that I will call, “humble wisdom.” 

I have to admit, when I read this text, it holds up a mirror to some of my worst inclinations. 
Too often in my life, especially as a young man, my desire for wisdom looked a lot more like 
the pride wisdom than the humble wisdom. 

I tried to learn as much as I could so I could, not to help others, or to even gain knowledge 
for its own sake, but to appear like I knew what I was talking about. I wanted to be 
important, for people to listen to me, and to gain power for myself. As I look back on my life, 
I see the root of this in one particular place.  

As a teenager and young adult, I had a mentor, a Bible teacher in high school, who was 
well-read and impressive in the way he spoke. I wanted to be just like him. In class, under 
the guise of ‘critical thinking’, he taught us to question everything we learned in church, 
even whether we needed the church at all. He himself was not a part of a church at all, only 
a kind of home group.  

Subliminally, what was being taught to me was that what is important was to be the kind of 
person who is able to critique the church from the outside, and so gain authority over it. 
This way you could control it, rather than it controlling you.  

If you met him, you would not see this at first. He was very gentle and considerate. He was 
soft-spoken, and let others speak. He was a good teacher, and I loved his classes more 
than any other. My love of history and theology came from them. On the face of things, he 
appeared as James describes, “peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and 
good fruit, impartial and sincere.” So what caused me to change my mind?  

What eventually clued me into the problems with his teaching were the fruit of it. That is, 
almost all of the kids in my small Christians school class abandoned the faith, mostly due 
to parroting the kinds of things he was teaching. I could see that fruit in my own life. I wasn’t 
taught to have a humble attitude to the church or Scripture, but to always be questioning it 
from the outside. 

Eventually, he totally abandoned the faith, walking away from Christianity entirely. 
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As I have gotten to see the way the church functions, I have seen this pattern many times. 
Often those who come and appear humble and caring are in fact pulling people away from 
the proper authority of God’s Word in their life. There is nothing humble about placing 
yourself above God and his Word or his people.  

As Jesus says, “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but 
inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them” (Mat.7:15-16).   

That is why it is important to recognize true wisdom is understanding how God ordered his 
creation and living according to that order. The first step in wisdom is to put God in his 
proper place, as Lord of all. This is the first step in true humble wisdom.  

This is why James says that pride wisdom is to “deny the truth.” The central truth that our 
pride cannot accept is we are not God, and we do not deserve to be.  

In and around the church there are all kinds of teachers who seek to deny the truth in order 
to prop themselves up to gain control. Sometimes these false teachers have every 
appearance of humility, but in their teaching, they are seen dismantling what has been 
passed down, pulling apart the foundations. Sometimes they use the appearance of 
humility to deceive, but when the sheep’s clothing is removed, it is clear they’re trying to 
bring disorder for their own benefit, even if it is just appearing to be important.  

There is nothing humble about saying you know better than God’s Word, no matter what 
kind of seemingly peaceful demeanor you put on. Humility is true wisdom, as pride is its 
opposite. Arrogance can be very intelligent, but never wise.  

In order to understand the kind of wisdom that God is after in his church, James contrasts 
two kinds of wisdom, that is, the apparent wisdom that is self-glorifying, and true spiritual 
wisdom that comes from God. Let’s call the one kind the “pride wisdom” and the other the 
“humility wisdom.”  

In true biblical fashion, James gives seven diOerent characteristics of each, starting with 
the pride wisdom.  
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First, James mentions that this kind of wisdom “does not come down from heaven but is 
earthly.” It is earthly in that it follows the ways of the world. People in the world follow the 
pride wisdom; to seek glory for themselves, it is unnatural for our sinful nature to seek glory 
for God. In the world a kind of Machiavellian attitude makes sense, go and get what’s yours. 
God however reveals to us that this is not how we are created to function.  
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Second, James calls this wisdom ‘unspiritual’. It is not of the Spirit, but of human sin.  
Interestingly, James’ brother Jude uses this exact same term for those who were trying to 
divide the church. If you read Jude’s short letter, this “unspiritual” group was trying to divide 
the church by making excuses for sexual immorality, Jude explicitly mentions the same 
kinds of things as Sodom and Gomorrah… More than this, they also were glory seekers, 
taking from the church, giving themselves places of prominence in communion, etc. It 
seems some things never change.  
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This leads to James’ third characteristic; pride wisdom is demonic. If you’re a demon trying 
to break apart the church, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. James points to the demonic nature of 
this kind of pride wisdom. It is very nice to be flattered by a demon telling you that your 
ways are better than God’s ways, that really, you’re the one who deserves the glory and not 
God. After all, it was that same pride that caused Satan to fall, and it is that same pride that 
causes us to fall all the same. 
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Fourth, pride wisdom is born of “bitter envy.” What is translated here as ‘envy’ or ‘jealousy’ 
is elsewhere translated as ‘zeal’. In a good way can be something like zeal for God. It is in 
this way that God himself says that he is jealous for our devotion, as a husband is jealous 
of his wife’s aOection. But when that jealousy is not for God, to love him as he ought to be, 
then it turns into a kind of wrongheaded jealousy for what belongs to God to come to you. 
This is the heart of pride, to try and take what properly belongs to God, to disorder his 
proper order.  
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Fifth, this bitter envy leads to selfish ambition. It is easy to see how if you are wanting to 
take that which properly belongs to God, and give it to yourself, then this is an inappropriate 
kind of ambition. There is nothing wrong with being ambitious, but when that ambition is 
selfish it creates all kinds of problems, especially in the church. Rather, we should seek to 
be ambitious for God. To study not for our own sake, but to serve others. To lead, not for our 
own sake, but to serve. And to even serve others, not entirely for their own sake, but to 
serve God. This puts things back in their proper order, with true humble leadership coming 
by recognizing the order of God’s creation and living according to it. 
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Sixth, this wisdom leads to disorder. Again, we have defined wisdom as understanding how 
God ordered his creation and living according to that order. When the arrogant are in 
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control it leads to all kinds of disorder. Proper order in the church can only be found when 
we live according to how God has ordered the world to function.    
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Last, James mentions that all this results in “every evil practice.” Just as there is no true 
faith without good works, the way we see disordered living is in sinful lives. Prideful wisdom 
is often seen going about making excuses for sin in the church.  

This kind of wisdom is contrasted with a diOerent way to be, that is, to be how God created 
us to be, recognizing him in his proper place, and so living in his world according to how he 
designed us to live in it. As I said before, James gives seven attributes of humble wisdom. 
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First, humble wisdom is pure. The word has the same root at the word “holy.” Now, when we 
say, ‘holy’, we typically mean one of two things. Either something set apart for a sacred 
thing, like a cup for communion, or something morally righteous. James is saying that 
wisdom is the second of the two, wisdom is morally righteous. Humble wisdom looks like 
God, holy, because it follows God’s order for the world.  
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Second, humble wisdom is peace-loving. When I hear “peace-loving,” I think of a kind of 
hippie disposition of putting flowers in the ends of guns. But the word is really pointing to is 
being non-reactionary or anxious. In humble wisdom, this is trusting that God is in control, 
and you are simply responsible for what is put in front of you. As Jesus says, “do not worry 
about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its 
own.” You don’t need to go looking for a fight, just deal with issues as they come. When they 
do come, it is not running away from them, but trying to bring God’s order back.  
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Third, James says that humble wisdom is considerate or gentle. This word is often given as 
the opposite of violent. Clearly, humble wisdom seeks to use words before fists! But even 
then, wisdom attempts a rational conversation before an emotionally heated one. Again, 
remember the pride wisdom is seen in selfish ambition, whereas humble wisdom is 
considerate, allowing others to flourish in the gifts God gave them. 
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Fourth, it is submissive. Literally, this word means “able to be persuaded.” We all know a 
certain kind of stubborn person, who is stuck in their ways, or blinded by their ideology. 
Maybe he looks at us in the mirror. Wise people should be teachable. When they hear a 
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good argument, they should concede to it, or at the very least be able to accept another’s 
position as a possible way of seeing things if it does not contradict God.  
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Fifth, humble wisdom is “full of mercy and good fruit.” We are called to be merciful like 
God, to forgive as we have been forgiven. Mercy doesn’t ignore that wrong has happened 
but acknowledges and forgives. There cannot be a healthy church without this merciful 
leadership.  

Slide 19 

Sixth, it is impartial. We all prize impartiality in judges. Both Peter and Paul say, God is not a 
respecter of persons (Acts 10:34, Rom.2:11), that is, he doesn’t simply give someone a 
pass because they’re a leader. All are accountable before God’s judgement. Church 
leaders should likewise not be respecters of persons. If we are guilty of giving a special 
dignity because of who someone is, what family they come from, what title or degree they 
have, rather than their gifting, then we are guilty of this.  
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Last, humble wisdom is sincere, or literally, unhypocritical. In the ancient world a 
‘hypocrite’ was the term for an actor. Jesus used this word against the religious leaders of 
his day saying that they liked to dress up like holy people, but in reality they were something 
else, just as a stage actor would do. Many churches love all the dress-up of Christianity 
while either neglecting the truth of God’s Word or neglecting to love each other.  

James is calling us to consistency in what we preach and what we do is the key of the 
humble wisdom that God seeks. When a person orders their life according to how God has 
ordered the world, they are wise. If they only recognize how the world is ordered, to learn 
something about God, and then seek to use that knowledge to bring themselves glory, they 
have not become wise. 

Our humble wisdom is born of the gospel. We stand totally unable to save ourselves. We 
receive God’s grace completely apart from anything we contribute. And we receive a 
sacrifice from one who while being God demonstrated to us the beauty of humility by taking 
on human flesh and going to the most humiliating place, the cross. To take this central 
message of Christianity and try to twist it into gaining envious and selfish power over others 
is the height of foolishness. It is a complete distortion.  

This is why James concludes by calling us to be a peacemaker. First to be at peace in 
oneself, to be consistent in one’s beliefs as a Christian and to have those seen in their life. 
This is true wisdom that is a qualification for leadership in the church. With it, James says, 



 7 

peace is sown, and the harvest is righteousness. Without it, pride is sown, and the harvest 
is discord.   

Last, this humble wisdom should actually result in something, that is, peace. Now we 
might assume that peace is simply the absence of conflict, but that’s not right. Peace is 
seen in things working as God created them to work. It is seen in beautiful art, the love of 
families, God being glorified in everything. But none of that can happen when we follow the 
pride wisdom.  

James contrasts the fiery destruction of the prideful tongue with the careful cultivation of 
peace. One results in a wasteland, the other results in growth, and calm prosperity. 
Peacemaking is an active endeavor, which at times means disrupting what might be the 
appearance of ‘peace’, as in non-disturbance.  

Now, while this is directed at those who consider themselves wise, that is, the teachers in 
the church. It also says a lot to the church itself.  

We should all seek to have this kind of wisdom. Whether we think of ourselves as leaders or 
not, we should all order our lives in humble wisdom rather than in prideful wisdom. Being 
pure, peaceable, considerate, teachable, merciful, impartial, and unhypocritical, are good 
things for anyone. Who knows, maybe you are the leader that you never knew you could be 
simply because you exhibit these humble virtues.  

I was just speaking to someone last week who is considering a call to be an elder. He was 
telling me that he didn’t feel adequate, because he didn’t feel he knew much about the 
Bible. Now that may be disqualifying for ministry, but I would rather serve alongside 
someone who recognizes their weakness in humility than someone with the same 
understanding of Scripture who thinks they know everything.  

The one mentor I had in high school, who taught me to question every authority, especially 
the church, was replaced by a much humbler mentor, you met him last fall when he 
preached here. Tim helped me place confidence in the church, and in God’s ministry. He 
helped me to be patient as I tried to figure out what God was calling me to. He helped me 
see how someone could be serious about study but do it for the good of the church rather 
than yourself.  

I thank God for Tim, and the humble leadership he taught me. This produces good fruit of 
faithfulness and humility before God’s Word and his people. It inculcates good leadership. I 
hope that through God’s strength, I will do the same. I pray that God will put these people in 
your life too, and that you can be that person for someone else.  


