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Wisdom that Makes a Difference - James 3:13-18 April 28 2019 

Let me begin this morning with a question. Imagine you’re in a 
vast congregation of people. Pastor James, the half-brother of our 
Lord, stands and silently surveys the crowd. Suddenly he asks a 
very pointed question: 

Will all the wise people stand up? 

That’s all he says.  

A murmur goes across the crowd because maybe they’re thinking – 
is this a trick question? Are you being presumptuous if you stand 
up?  

Who can be sure about something like that? It’s uncomfortable to 
think about isn’t it? It would be better if James had said, “Pick out 
the wise people and have them stand up.” That would be easier.  

Here’s what he actually said: 

“If you are wise and understand God’s ways, prove it by living 
an honourable life, doing good works with the humility that 
comes from wisdom.” 3:13 

 In other words, “Will the wise people please stand up?” 

What are they going to do?” How do you stack up? 

Before you answer, let’s take a little pop quiz from Pastor James. 
In just one verse, he gives us some principles for wise living.  

What does wisdom look like in real life? Here’s the truth of this 
verse in one sentence: A seeking heart makes smart choices that 
produce a beautiful life marked by a gentle spirit. 
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Let’s go through those principles one by one. 

First: A Seeking Heart 

“Who is wise . . . among you?” 

Where does wisdom begin? Remember that wisdom is much 
more than the accumulation of knowledge. James contends that 
wisdom isn’t about educational credentials, position, or charisma.  
Wisdom is about how we live. 

Wisdom is not simply knowledge, it’s knowledge applied. It’s 
more than reading books and attending classes. We all have known 
very smart people who wasted their life with foolish choices.  

Wisdom is not about the letters after your name.   

Consider the man who goes to the Grand Canyon and never gets 
out of his car because he’s checking Facebook. He brags to his 
friends, “I went to the Grand Canyon,” but he might as well have 
stayed home because he didn’t see a thing. 

The first step in acquiring wisdom is simply to desire it more 
than anything else. Wisdom is free, but it will cost you all you 
have. It can’t be had at a bargain basement price. You can’t 
become wise by accident. Search after wisdom as if you were 
searching for silver or gold. 

Let me go out on a limb and make a bold statement. Whatever 
righteous thing you desire in the spiritual realm, you can have, if 
you want it badly enough. If you want to . . . 

You can walk closer to God. 



Page 3 of 9 
 

You can do God's will. 

You can witness more for Christ. 

You can pray more and grow spiritually. 

You can give more to the Lord’s work. 

What you seek, you find. This is true in every area of life. Many 
centuries ago, Augustine explained both the problem and the 
solution: "O God, you have made us for yourself, and our 
hearts are restless until they find rest in you."  

We’ll never be truly happy until we put God first in all we do. In 
the kingdom of God, everything begins with a seeking heart. 

If you want wisdom, you can have it. It’s free, but it will cost you 
all you have. That leads us to the next principle for wise living. 

In addition to fearing God, James told us in chapter one that those 
who want to be wise must ask God. When Solomon was being 
installed as King, God told him that He would grant one request.  

Let me stop and ask, What would you answer if you were given 
one wish? Health, riches, power, happiness? Many would answer 
this way, but these are all requests that are according to earthly 
wisdom. They focus on the temporary rather than the eternal. 

Solomon didn’t ask for those things. Instead he asked for wisdom 
so that he might rule wisely. God’s response was, “Good 
Answer!”  In addition God gave him riches and power.  
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Jesus told us that if we “seek first the kingdom of God and the 
other things (food and clothing) would be added to us.” If we 
diligently pursue Him, God will take care of our temporal needs. 

The world says: get ahead, get rich, gain power and then you will 
be thought of as wise. You will be asked to lead seminars, write 
books, and sell resources over the Internet.  

God says, “Seek me. Seek my truth and the other things will take 
care of themselves.”  

Smart Choices: 

“Who . . . is understanding among you?” 

The word “understanding” used here has the idea of being a 
specialist. We all understand this in the medical field. If you get 
cancer, you need to see an oncologist.  

When your children get sick, you may take them to a pediatrician. 
If you injure your face, you probably need to see a plastic surgeon.  

We see this type of specialization in every area of life. A gifted 
trumpeter devotes years to mastering his instrument. A gifted 
singer works for years to develop her voice to the highest level. 

It doesn’t mean you will be great at something merely by spending 
10,000 hours working at it, but you’ll never achieve greatness 
without those 10,000 hours.  

I know of only two ways to become a “specialist” in the Christian 
life: people and pain or trials. We learn a great deal simply by 
hanging around with people who are wiser than we are. That’s 
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why the Bible instructs older men and older women to mentor 
younger men and younger women.  

Young folks need good examples to show them how to make wise 
choices about dating, marriage, starting a career, raising children, 
and serving the Lord.  

New believers need to know how to pray, and how to read the 
Bible and how to share their faith. They need to know how to make 
tough decisions that honour the Lord. 

The other way to grow is through trials. No one likes this, but 
none of us are exempt from it either. James said earlier our trials 
produce perseverance that leads to spiritual growth. (1:2-4) 

Hard times can become an avenue for enormous spiritual growth. 

Let me give you a simple definition of the “understanding” James 
has in mind: It’s the ability to make wise choices under pressure.  

This is an important prayer request for parents to offer on behalf of 
their children. Pray that your children (and your grandchildren) 
learn to make wise choices under pressure. 

Most of us can make wise choices if we have two days to think 
about it. But life usually doesn’t work that way, especially for the 
young.  

They make split-second decisions every day about what they will 
wear, where they will go, who they will go with, what jokes they 
will tell, what music they will listen to, what movies they will 
watch, and whether or not they will stand up for their faith.  

Young people today are on the firing line all the time.  
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Pray for our children that they will have wisdom from God to 
choose what’s best when they don’t have much time to make up 
their minds. 

There are two parts to making wise choices: First, know what is 
right. We live in a world where many people have lost all sense of 
right and wrong. Everything appears to them as shades of gray.  

Second, have the courage to choose what you know to be right. 
The life God blesses starts by seeking God’s wisdom more than 
silver and gold. That gives you understanding so you can make 
wise choices under pressure. 

That leads us to the next principle for wise living. 

“He should show his works by good conduct.” 

James chose a very important word to describe the next mark of a 
God-blessed life.  

One translation calls it “noble conduct,” which gets closer. James 
used an adjective that means “beautiful.” It describes something 
pleasing to the eye. 

Here’s the principle: Live so that even unbelievers are impressed 
by your behaviour. 

Whether we know it or not, non-Christians watch us all the time.  

They study us from a distance, and they pay attention to how we 
do things. People who don’t know Jesus are watching how we 
handle problems at work. They watch to see; 

How we dress, 
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How we spend our money, 

How we speak to our co-workers, 

How we treat our spouse, 

How we raise our children, 

How we deal with difficult people, and 

How we respond when tragedy strikes. 

Ultimately the world will notice our behaviour before it will hear 
our words. Our job is to translate knowledge into action. May God 
give us discernment to recognize truth from error, and the courage 
to live by that which is true.  

There is one final principle to wise living: 

“He should show his works by . . . wisdom’s gentleness.” 

Here’s the final proof of a life filled with God’s wisdom. Such a 
person lives with gentleness. 

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (Matthew 
5:5). 

To the ancient Greeks, meekness meant power under control. They 
used the word to describe mild words, soothing medicine, 
refreshing wind, and a horse that has been tamed.  

What do those four things have in common? They all represent 
different forms of power that can be harnessed for good or evil. A 
meek horse is not a weak horse, but rather a powerful beast 
brought under its master’s control. 
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Used in this context, meekness means “my power under God’s 
control.” It’s a character trait most often seen when dealing with 
disagreeable people. What does meekness look like in daily life? 
Here are three practical answers: 

1. Gentleness when provoked. 

2. Boldness in the face of evil. 

3. Openness to correction by others. 

Meekness is best demonstrated when you’re dealing with 
unreasonable people. It’s not hard to be gentle when your life’s 
good and you feel no pressure. That’s not meekness; that’s 
niceness. 

Meekness is seen when you’re under the gun, up against a 
deadline, surrounded by problems, hip deep in alligators and no 
way to drain the swamp, and you feel yourself getting frustrated. If 
you don’t have it then, you don’t have it at all. 

If we’re going to be bold (and we should be), let’s ask God for the 
meekness that makes our message worth listening to.  

Meekness doesn’t call attention to itself. Sometimes we talk about 
ourselves too much. We brag about who we know, what we’ve 
done, where we’ve been, and how much we own, because we want 
to make sure others give us the respect we think we deserve.  

If people have to tell me how great they are, how great could they 
possibly be? 

How do we develop this quality of meekness? 
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It must come from the Lord because it’s not a natural trait. 

We develop gentleness by being around difficult people.  

We’re all enrolled in the School of Life, and no one graduates this 
side of heaven. We’ve something to learn from every person we 
meet. 

Don’t complain about circumstances. That changes nothing. 

Don’t resent difficult people. That changes nothing. 

Don’t moan about hard challenges. That changes nothing. 

Ask the Lord, “What do you want me to learn from this?” That 
changes you. 

So let me end where we started, with a simple question: “Are you 
a wise person?” As we’ve seen, the question may be simple but 
the answer isn’t. We all like to think of ourselves as wise, but then 
we make so many dumb mistakes.  

We’ll never walk in wisdom without God’s help. Here’s a 
reminder of the sentence that sums up this verse: A seeking heart 
makes smart choices that produce a beautiful life marked by a 
gentle spirit. 

Prayer: Lord, I know I can do nothing without you because you’re 
the source of all wisdom. Give us seeking hearts so that we might 
make smart choices under pressure.  

We pray for a life marked by a gentle spirit. Grant that others 
might see Jesus in us. Amen. 


