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True Wisdom is Pure and Peaceable

There is a false kind of “wisdom,” which is characterised by pride, and leads one to desire the
position and prestige of a “master” ‒ but James now asks the question, “what then is true
wisdom?” Who is truly wise, and truly “endued with knowledge”? And once again, just as true
faith is demonstrated, so also truly wisdom: if anyone among you has this true wisdom, James
says, “let him shew” it by his life (“good conversation”). Just as the characteristic of false
wisdom is pride, so the characteristic of true wisdom is “meekness” and humility. This forms
the centre of a contrast drawn here between false wisdom (v14-16) and true wisdom (v17-18).

False Wisdom

The motive of false wisdom is revealed in verse 14: it comes out of a heart of “bitter envying
and strife.” We must examine our own hearts, and consider our motives! If it is envy and strife
that drive us, we have no cause to boast (“glory not”) about our supposed “wisdom” ‒ such
boasting would in fact be a lie, contrary to the truth.

The source of false wisdom is found in verse 15: it is “not from above” ‒ not from God; not
heavenly; not spiritual ‒ but from beneath. It is “earthly,” not heavenly; found everywhere in
this fallen world. It is “sensual,” not spiritual; not part of the new, spiritual nature that is ours in
Christ, but subject to and driven by sensual passions. It is “devilish,” not divine; having its
source in the devil, not God.

And why does the devil instigate and promote this kind of “wisdom”? It serves his aim: the
consequences of false wisdom, as we see in verse 16. The exercise of this false “wisdom” leads
to “confusion” ‒ churches that cannot stand, torn apart by strife, unable to carry on the work of
the gospel ‒ because everyone wants to be master and leader! It leads to “every evil work,” as
exemplified by the Pharisees.

It has been said that “wisdom” differs from “knowledge,” in that wisdom is the right application
of knowledge. If this is so, what is sorely needed in churches today is that knowledge be applied
not to elevate self, but to edify the body of Christ. How we need to put away all false “wisdom,”
and cultivate instead the true wisdom that comes “from above”!

True Wisdom

The first characteristic of this true wisdom is that it is “pure” ‒ that is, pure in motive. It is
perhaps not common for us to question, examine, and ascertain our motives before acting; but
this is a good practice. Our motives are far from irrelevant, and we should not be ignorant of
them. When giving advice, or making a criticism, or sharing an experience, or comparing
ourselves to others, or any such thing, we should learn to ask: what is my motive in doing this?
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Motive alone is not enough, however. True wisdom knows how to act in such a way as to
promote peace (it is “peaceable”). There is a sensitivity and awareness of others, and a desire
to avoid strife wherever possible (cf. 2 Tim. 2:24-26; Rom. 12:18). It is relatively easy to find
“wise” and “intelligent” people who are abrasive, proud, and controversial; but it takes real
wisdom to promote peace.

The rest of the description in verse 17 further explains the qualities of purity and peaceableness.
“Gentle” refers to the moderation that we ought to exercise, and the patience with which we
ought to act. “Easy to be intreated” describes someone who is compliant, not stubborn ‒ this is
not to say, of course, that we should compromise at every opportunity; but not every battle
needs to be fought, and we should not be stubborn just for the sake of “saving face.” True
wisdom goes hand in hand with “mercy” and compassion, and seeks “good fruits,” good results,
the edification of others. It is “without partiality” (cf. 2:1-13); and “without hypocrisy,” sincere
and genuine.

How then can we cultivate this true wisdom? Note that it is “from above” ‒ it does not lie
within us, but is a gift of God. If we would have this true wisdom, then, we must “ask of God”
(cf. 1:5), humbly, perseveringly; we must study His word earnestly and apply it diligently. And
once again, we should not think ourselves wise, unless we can demonstrate this “meekness of
wisdom.”


