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Part 3 – Asking God for Wisdom  
 
James 1:5-11     
God’s people look forward to that day when, beholding the 
Lord, we will truly be “perfect and complete, lacking nothing” 
(vs. 4). But until the dawning of the age to come we will often 
find ourselves lacking. And when, for instance, we find 
ourselves lacking wisdom then we ought to ask God who 
gives to his children what is good. And what Christian can 
truly say that he is without need of wisdom? In this life full of 
trials and temptations we all need wisdom to walk through 
the confusing tangle of circumstances which meet us.  

 
1. What we are meant to know about wisdom      
Vs. 5a – “If any of you lacks wisdom…” 

 “The Lord gives wisdom,” we are told (Proverbs 2:6). The worth of gaining wisdom is the heart of the 
Book of Proverbs. Biblical wisdom is far different from notions of wisdom found in the various Eastern 
religions for which wisdom often has to do with detachment and the quest to minimize suffering. In 
contrast, biblical or Christian wisdom begins with fearing the Lord and has godliness as its goal (Proverbs 
1:7; 9:10). Far from detachment, biblical wisdom does not seek escape but active and godly engagement 
in the circumstances of life.  

 
2. What we are meant to know about God   
Vs. 5b-d – “…let him ask God who gives generously to all without reproach.” 

 Anytime we are reading and meditating upon God’s Word we need to first consider above all things, 
“What is God teaching us about himself? What would God have us know about him?” And here James is 
teaching us as much or even more about God than he is teaching us about prayer. 

 
A) God’s nature is to give. 

 “Let him ask God…” 
 We are meant to know that God is the great Giver. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

begotten Son…” (John 3:16). “…He himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything” (Acts 
17:25). “Every good and perfect gift is from above coming down from the Father of lights…” (James 1:17). 
“He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously 
give us all things?” (Romans 8:32).  

 
B) God’s motives are pure.  

 “…who gives generously to all…” 

 The term translated “generously,” comes from a root which means “single,” “simple,” “blameless,” or 
“sincere.” The idea which links these various translations is that of purity; something that is unadulterated 
with impurity. It is often employed to convey the idea of sincerity or a motive uncorrupted by sin. This 
grammatical background helps fill out the meaning of God’s generosity. Whereas human generosity may 
be corrupted with various selfish motives, God’s generosity is simple, that is singular in its purity of motive. 

 
C) God’s posture toward his children is kindness.  

 God gives to his children, we are told, “without reproach.” That is, he does not turn our prayers into 
occasions to scold us for our neediness. He does not rebuke us because we are not yet what we will one 
day be (1:4). God invites us to ask for those things which contribute to our likeness to Jesus. Our heavenly 
Father will never give us a stone when we ask for bread (Matthew 7:9).  

 In all of this James is not suggesting that gaining wisdom comes from prayer alone. Certainly the 
attainment of wisdom involves both prayer and deliberate actions and habits. Nor is James suggesting 
that in answer to one prayer God will give us all the wisdom we will ever need in life. However, when 
confronted with a need (like the need for wisdom) the first thing Christians should do is to seek the help 
of God through believing prayer. Given God’s generosity and his commitment to the welfare of his children 
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we can be confident that he will hear our prayers. After all, in the Sermon on the Mount our Lord tells us, 
“Ask and it will be given to you” (Matthew 7:7). Given what we know about God we need not fear that we 
have worn out our welcome or exhausted his mercy.  

 
3. What we are meant to know about faith and doubt   
Vv. 6-8 

 James now makes clear that our asking God for wisdom must be like his purity in giving. That is, we must 
ask with an undivided or unadulterated faith. We are called to “ask in faith, with no doubting” as we come 
to God. In chapter 2, James makes the case that genuine faith is active and accompanied by good works. 
Here in chapter 1 and later in chapter 5 James echoes the teaching of Jesus that God’s answers to our 
prayers are based in part on the genuineness of our faith in him – “Whatever you ask in prayer, you will 
receive, if you have faith” (Matthew 21:22). “Faith” here is not just strong belief but active godliness. There 
is a correspondence between effective prayer and the godliness of the one praying. The one who prays 
most effectively is the one who possesses genuine, active faith. This is why James connects ineffective 
prayer to double-mindedness (vs. 7). The double-minded are those who look two ways simultaneously. 

 The double-minded person, James says, is “driven and tossed by the wind” (vs. 7). Their divided loyalty 
causes spiritual chaos and unrest in their lives. The double-minded person wants to be a Christian but 
also wants to live as a non-Christian and, thus, continues to look with longing at the world. We have this 
same distinction in the OT. For example, in Psalm 119:2 we read that God blesses those who pursue 
God with a whole heart. In contrast, the person who exhibits a divided heart is condemned (Psalm 12:2).1 
This is James’ way of referring to the man the Lord Jesus described as wanting to serve two masters. 
Remember his conclusion: “You cannot serve both God and money” (Luke 6:13). Such people find their 
prayers bereft of power because they are insincere and divided.  

 It should be noted that dismay in the midst of suffering is not necessarily doubt. Neither are honest 
questions the same as doubt. Doubt is the suspicion that either God is not or has failed. It is often 
connected, as we see here, with a divided-heart. Doubt – as understood in the Scriptures – is “a basic 
division within the believer that brings about wavering and inconsistency of attitude toward God.” In 
contrast to doubt, the Scriptures offer this view of Abraham:  

“No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as 
he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.” (Romans 
4:20-21). 

 
4. Wisdom and wealth      
Vv. 9-11 

 James refers to the “lowly brother” and “the rich man” (By not referring to him as a brother, James is 
indicating that this “rich man” is not a Christian). It is a contrast between foolishness and wisdom. The 
godly poor person knows that he is rich toward God. The “rich man” however does not understand that 
he is spiritually impoverished and as such will pass away like a flower in the scorching heat (vs. 11). Keep 
in mind that the Scriptures do not condemn the possession of wealth any more than they praise poverty. 
However, God does warn repeatedly that wealth can easily tempt us away from God and cause us to live 
as though this world is ultimate (Luke 12:13-21). 

 In this way James seeks to recalibrate our system of values. He presents a boldly counter-cultural reality: 
a poor Christian (“the lowly brother”) can boast that he is the child of God, an exalted status. On the other 
hand, the “rich man” would be wise to think much upon his brokenness and need for a Savior. “Each, 
within his circumstances, must rejoice, even glory, for this is the true response of the Christian. But each, 
too, must see his situation not through the eyes of this world’s wisdom, but in the light of a wisdom sought 
from God.”2 

 James is challenging us to live with eternity in view. Our lives find their ultimate fulfillment and joy in the 
age to come. This is the antithesis of the world’s wisdom. “The gospel teaches us to see time in the light 
of eternity, and the riches of this world as mere baubles by comparison with the treasures of the world to 
come (2 Corinthians 4:17-18).  

                                                             
1 Moo, p. 63 
2 Alec Motyer, The Message of James, TBST (Downers Grove: IVP, 1985) p. 43 


