
James 3:13-18 

As in the previous chapters, James continues to deal with basic, everyday issues that are all part of the 
sanctification process, i.e. the growing and maturing in Christ process. James now proceeds to discuss the 
differences between true wisdom and false wisdom, i.e. between earthly wisdom and godly wisdom.  

According to James, if someone is wise and understanding, how we will know it (v. 13)? By what he does. 
How he lives his life. True wisdom will be evidenced in our conduct/works. Wisdom includes more than just 
acquiring truth.  It means applying truth to life. James said to look at a person's behavior if you want to see if he or 
she is wise. 

Secondly, we will know a person is wise by how the works are done – in a spirit of humility…..”humility that comes 
from wisdom.” All who are truly wise will display the hallmark of genuine humility. True wisdom and boasting are 
mutually exclusive. 

In what specific ways might wisdom be displayed in our lives? 

Why is a truly wise person humble? He recognizes how small and unimportant and weak he is apart from God.  
He realizes how dependent he is on God for everything in life.  

The Greek word for humility prauteti occurs in non-biblical literature to describe a horse that is broken and 
trained to submit to a bridle. It pictures strength under control. Specifically, Christians needs to be under the 
control of the Holy Spirit to demonstrate humility. 

If humility is so important, how do I get it (v. 13)?  By becoming wise.  

How can I become wise? James 1:5: “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all 
without finding fault, and it will be given to him.” True wisdom is a supernatural gift. You “get it” as a result of 
spending time with God, especially by being in His Word. The Word of God is a supernatural book.  When you read 
it, supernatural things happen in your heart and mind (Hebrews 4:12). 

What is the message of v. 14?  It is a picture of the antithesis of the “humility that comes from wisdom.”  It is a 
picture of the wrong heart, wrong motives, wrong  attitudes and arrogance.  

The worldly-wise man has one passion in life and that is to advance his own interests. He is jealous and ruthless in 
dealing with competitors; He is proud of his wisdom that has brought success. 

James goes on to talk about two specific kinds of wisdom. How is the first type described (v. 15)?  
 

 Earthly: What does that mean? Having only this life in view.  Making decisions according to the principles 
of this world. Trusting in “common sense.”  

 Unspiritual: What does that mean? Focusing on satisfying the passions of the earthly life. 
 Demonic: What does that mean?  Inspired by Satan. Having no evidence of divine life within. 

 
These are strong words. Why would earthly wisdom be demonic/of the devil? It eliminates any focus on God, 
taking Him completely out of the picture. It comes from the "earthly" spirit (philosophy) of this world. It consists of 
only what is "natural," excluding the supernatural influence of God's Spirit. Wisdom can only be from one of two 
sources: God or man. 
 
What characterizes this type of wisdom (v. 16)? Envy and selfish ambition producing disorder and every evil 
practice. Twice James has mentioned envy and selfish ambition (v. 14). God is not the God of "disorder" (Gr. 
akatastasia…… commotion, tumult), but of order and peace (1 Corinthians 14:33). Worldly wisdom always draws 
attention to self. It’s all about me. 

How might earthly wisdom display itself in a person’s life? 

In vv. 14 & 16, James talks negatively about selfish ambition. Are goals the same as selfish ambition? How do 
you distinguish goals from selfish ambition? Goals are not achieved at the expense of others. Christians rely on 



God, not themselves, to accomplish their goals. They have a different end result – goals for the Christian are lined 
up with God’s purposes…..As opposed to the self-centered focus of the non-believer being lined up with the world’s 
values and pleasures.  

What is the source of the second type of wisdom (vv. 17-18)? It is from heaven, not from the world.  

What are the characteristics of this type of wisdom? 

 Pure: free of the defilements mentioned in vv. 14-16.  
 Peace-loving: peace-practicing and peace-yielding. Not contentious. 
 Considerate: open to reason. Willing to listen. 
 Submissive: willing to yield to reasonable requests.  
 Full of mercy and good fruit: actively sympathetic to needs. 
 Impartial: not displaying favoritism (2:1-13) 
 Sincere: without hypocrisy, true to appearances. 

 
Heavenly wisdom manifests itself in godly works. The character of this wisdom is wonderful. It is full of love and a 
giving heart, consistent with the holiness of God. 

What does verse 18 mean when it says “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness?” 
What is the peacemaker sowing? As the peacemaker sows his seed (proclaiming the Gospel) he does so in an 
attitude and climate of peace which produces fruit. The fruit consists of reconciling man to God thereby bringing 
peace between the two.  The harvest of righteous consists of souls who are saved. 

Application: Our world doesn’t value humility, gentleness, or submissiveness. Can we carry these character 
traits into a leadership role and be effective? Can we lead from a position of humility? Absolutely.  These 
were the character traits of Jesus, the greatest leader the world has ever known. 

Consider 1 Corinthians 1:20-25 “Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? 
Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did 
not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe….We preach 
Christ crucified….For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than 
man’s strength.” 

Application: Ask yourself these questions: 

Do I respect the proud man of the world more than the humble believer in the Lord Jesus? 
Do I serve the Lord without caring who gets the credit? Are my motives pure? 
Do I sometimes use questionable means in order to get good results? Using the end to justify the means? 
Am I guilty of flattery in order to influence people? 
Do I harbor jealousy and resentment in my heart? 
Do I resort to sarcasm and unkind remarks? 
Am I pure in thought, in speech, and in deed? 
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