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Part 11 – Wisdom and the Good Life 
 
James 3:13-18  
As stated earlier in this series, James is often called the wisdom 
literature of the New Testament. In addition to addressing the topic 
of wisdom directly, James also commends godly wisdom by way 
of various imperatives. He centers his concerns primarily on the 
importance of enduring trials, obeying God’s word, controlling 
one’s speech, resisting temptation, and treating others justly. Here, 
James focuses on the stark contrast between worldly wisdom and 

that which comes from God. While the world’s wisdom leads to “disorder and every vile practice,” the 
wisdom of God produces “a harvest of righteousness.”  
 
Little wonder why so many have described God’s wisdom as a sort of recipe for the good life. Of course 
this is not the good life the world typically dangles before us. Indeed, James points out the stark contrast 
between the world’s wisdom and that which is received from God. For the Christian, the good life is the 
God-glorifying and heart-satisfying flourishing that comes from faithful obedience to God. And while we 
reject the false promises of the prosperity preachers, we agree with the testimony of Scripture that God 
blesses obedience. 
 
Acquiring Wisdom… 

• The Bible’s wisdom literature helps us to understand how true wisdom is acquired. First, wisdom is the 
fruit of reverence for God. The Scriptures teach us that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” 
(Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 1:7; 9:10; 15:33). Wisdom depends upon a right view of God and of oneself in 
relation to God. Second, wisdom is the fruit of being in Christ. Paul refers to Christians as those who are 
“in Christ” some 161 times. Believers are “in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God” (1 
Corinthians 1:30). In Christ are “hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:3).  
Third, possessing wisdom depends upon knowledge of the Scriptures. James repeatedly uses the 
language of God’s law and the teaching of Jesus. The Psalmist cried out, “Your commandment makes 
me wiser than my enemies!” (119:97-100). And fourth, there is a direct connection between possessing 
wisdom and prayer. James tells the one in need of wisdom to “ask of God, who gives generously…” (1:5).  

  
Wisdom acts… 
Vs. 13 

• Wisdom and understanding are proved by action. James calls upon those who claim to possess wisdom 
and understanding to step forward, as it were, so that their claim can be examined. But in a way which 
would have been counterintuitive to many of his hearers James intends to evaluate their claim not by 
examining their knowledge but by examining their lives – “By his good conduct let him show his works in 
the meekness of wisdom.” The biblical understanding is that by its very nature wisdom is practical. It is 
right knowledge lived rightly. Among the pagans of James’ day and in eastern religions today wisdom is 
esoteric. That is, it is something deeply interior and ineffable. But wisdom according to Scripture is 
expressed in action.  

• The clause “the meekness of wisdom” helps further explain the connection between wisdom and action. 
Meekness is a quality typically displayed in relationships. That is, like love, meekness consists of a 
complex of actions in relation to others. Meekness, which is related to gentleness and humility, is 
demonstrated in wisdom precisely because wisdom acts.  

• This focus on practicality and behavior should not be taken as diminishing in any way the importance of 
knowledge so long as that knowledge is God’s truth and is acted upon and not merely heard. One scholar 
observes that “It is plain from [James’] letter that his mind was saturated with scriptural information. It is 
understandable that his practical nature would find satisfaction in the insistence of the Scriptures that 
God’s law is for living, and his truth is for thoughtful application to the varied circumstances of the day.”1 

 

 
1 Alec Motyer, The Message of James, TBST (Downers Grove: IVP, 1985) p. 129 
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The world’s wisdom and its fruit… 
Vv. 14-16 

• Because of what God has made known in creation even unbelievers have access to much of what is true 
and good. But apart from Christ Jesus and the truth of God’s Word, the world is ultimately abandoned to 
a kind of wisdom that produces bitter fruit.  

• Vs. 14 – Jealousy and selfish ambition are the very opposite of humility and meekness. People who are 
wise in the worldly sense are typically characterized by jealousy for what others possess and a craven 
ambition to have more and more. These sinful impulses lead inevitably to indifference to peace and unity. 
For the jealous and the selfish, everything must yield to their desires.  

• James warns those whose lives are characterized by jealousy and selfish ambition to “not boast about it 
or deny the truth.” James’ meaning is that “to boast about wisdom when one is displaying jealousy and 
selfish ambition is, in effect, to give the lie to the truth about what wisdom is and does.”2 Wisdom is humble 
and meek. It is not jealous and selfish.  

• Vs. 15 – James’ description of false wisdom is arranged in an order of ascending strength: “earthly, 
unspiritual, and demonic.” The word translated “earthly” is not always used negatively. But in this context 
it clearly means that which belongs to the earthly sphere with no interest in God’s perspective. 
“Unspiritual” refers to that realm where human reason and feelings reign supreme.3 Finally, “demonic” 
can be literally translated “pertaining to demons.” The false wisdom that some are boasting has its origins 
not in God but in demons. This is the wisdom which is in direct opposition to that which comes from God. 

• Vs. 16 – James justifies his harsh verdict against the world’s wisdom by describing its sinister effects in 
human life. And, of course, we have the demonstration of this throughout the world. “We are a clever 
generation, our scientific and technological advances are breathtaking, but we are at the same time living 
in a world as fully disordered and as full of division and hatred and as threatened by all manner of 
catastrophe and of every kind of evil. Being smart has never fixed any of mankind’s spiritual and moral 
problems and isn’t fixing them today” (Robert Rayburn). 

• Jealousy and selfish ambition are the opposite of the “meekness of wisdom.” The history of the church 
would read very differently if God’s people had truly appreciated how contrary to true wisdom division 
and discord, jealousy and ambition actually are. 

James requires us to affirm that whatever displays a sharp, antagonistic spirit of self-concern 
(jealousy), whatever leads to or favors party spirit or the creation of parties or the dividing of 
fellowships (selfish ambition), whatever issues in disorder (restlessness, instability, disturbance 
in the fellowship) and in meanness in thought, word and deed (every vile practice) – this is the 
wisdom which in no way comes down from above.4 

 
God’s wisdom and the good life… 
Vv. 17-18 

• The word translated purity has a rather broad meaning referring to “moral innocence” or “moral 
blamelessness.” Some commentators think that it comes first because it is intended to serve as a title for 
what follows; that is, apparently the terms that follow are all dimensions of this innocence or this purity of 
life.5 

• “James does not…tell us anything that we must actually do. [Though, he certainly has done that 
elsewhere in his letter]. He offers us an ethic not of verbs (do this), nor of nouns (naming this or that item 
of good conduct), but of adverbs (about the sort of people we are to be whatever we do).”6 

• Vs. 18 – As James concludes his description of the two wisdoms he makes reference to what is likely his 
chief concern: the peace that God’s wisdom brings to the church of Jesus Christ. This connects directly 
to James’ rebuke of quarrels and dissention among God’s people (4:1-2). Such wisdom produces “a 
harvest of righteousness.” That is, godly wisdom makes for godly behavior which is a blessing to all for it 
yields order rather than disorder and purity rather than every vile practice.  

 
2 Douglas Moo, The Letter of James, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) p. 172 
3 Ibid, 173 
4 Motyer, 134 
5 Moo, 175 
6 Motyer, 131 


