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5] INTRODUCTION

Wisdom helps us do the right things, at the right time and with the right mind. A story was
about a couple living on the east coast. It was winter time and snow was common. They
heard an announcement on the radio when they were having breakfast: “Five inches of snow
is expected tonight. The city asked everyone to park their cars on the even-numbered side of
the street so that the crew can shovel snow.” A similar message was sent out a week later
before another snow storm: “Folks: please move your cars to the...” The broadcast was
interrupted by static. The wife became anxious. She asked her husband: “Oh dear! What
should I do?”” The man replied calmly: “Honey, why don’t you just leave your car in the
garage.” The lady needed more wisdom in her decision. What is wisdom? Before we define
wisdom, let us consider a few related qualities. First, it is knowledge. We get knowledge by
studying. Then there are skills. They are the abilities to do things. We build up skills by
putting knowledge into practice. Examples are like cooking, driving and swimming. Thirdly,
we can think of talents. They can be the gifts that you are born with. Some people are good at
singing or math. You can learn new things faster if you have the right talents. Number four
on the list is intelligence. Highly intelligent people think and respond quicker. Wisdom is
different from knowledge, skills, talents and intelligence. It is the ability to discern what is
true, right and lasting based on God’s standard, and to apply it in daily living. There are two
key factors in this definition. First, the Bible is our guideline. We pursue the goals that God
and not the world sees as important. Second, wisdom is not something to keep but something
to use. In particular, we need wisdom when interacting with others. James talks about speech
in the previous context. In chapter 4, he will teach us how to handle conflicts with wisdom.
James contrasts two forms of wisdom in this passage. I call them devilish wisdom and divine
wisdom. One is earthly and the other is heavenly. Let us do some initial comparisons
between the two under three categories: attitude, action and aftermath. James describes
devilish wisdom in verses 14-16. In terms of attitudes, those who have a devilish wisdom
harbor bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in their hearts (v. 14 and 16). As for actions,
devilish wisdom is expressed in boasting and falsehood (v. 14). The aftermaths will be
disorder and vile practices (v. 16). Now let us look at divine wisdom. There is a long list of
positive attitudes: pure, peaceable, gentle, open to reason, mercy, impartial and sincere (v.
17). With regard to actions, divine wisdom is showed in good conduct (v. 13), and sowing of
peace (v. 18). All those godly qualities will end in aftermaths such as a harvest of peace and
righteousness (v. 18).

fi#¥E EXPLANATION
1. FPEERYEER Devilish Wisdom

Now we will look deeper into the two forms of wisdom. First, let us consider the source of
devilish wisdom. James uses three words to describe its origin in verse 15. It is earthly,



which is in direct contrast to heavenly. It is also unspiritual, which is contrary to spiritual.
Finally, it is demonic, meaning that it does not come from God. In sum, such wisdom is
secular in nature. That kind of wisdom focuses on self-gain. For example, some so-called
experts will tell you how to invest, what to eat and wear, and where to have fun. The goals
are how to make people richer, happier and more successful. Those topics may not
necessarily be evil. But everything is centered at ourselves and this life. It does not take God
and eternity into consideration. Devilish wisdom will pull people away from God. Let us
further analyze the attitudes, actions and aftermaths of such wisdom. James repeats two
descriptions in verses 14 and 16 about the attitudes behind devilish wisdom. The first trait is
jealousy. This Greek word can also be translated as zeal. It can have both positive and
negative meanings. Jesus had a zeal for the temple. He got mad when people turned a house
of worship into a marketplace. Therefore, He chased away money-changers and merchants
who sold animals. The Bible also describes God as jealous. He cannot tolerate idol-worship.
Love must be jealous. Your spouse or boy-friend/girl-friend will agree with that. But here,
James points to the bad side of jealousy by adding the adjective “bitter.” He uses the word
just a few verses before when he talks about salty water. Bitter or salty water is not drinkable
and even harmful to our body. Jealous people are not satisfied with what they have, but they
drool about what others have. James pairs jealousy up with selfish ambition. The word is
always negative in nature. It means strife. The background is about election at that time.
Some candidates used dirty tricks to beat their opponents. The same situation happens in the
modern world too. Nothing is new under the sun! Next, we will look at the actions of people
who have devilish wisdom. Verse 14 says they boast, most likely about themselves, and they
promote falsehood. They want to draw people’s attention to themselves. They cannot wait to
show off their knowledge. But the problem is, they replace God’s truth with false teaching.
They want to attract followers. After examining the attitudes and actions of people who have
devilish wisdom, now we will focus on the aftermaths they cause. Verse 16 says they lead to
disorder and every vile practice. They turn unity into disunity. Thus, segregation will happen
in a congregation. Everything we just discussed can be summarized by one sin — pride.
Prideful people only care about themselves. Their mentalities are: “I don’t need you,” and “I
can do it better than you do.” The Bible tells us that Satan fell because of pride. God created
Satan as an archangel. But the devil was jealous of God, and he wanted to become the same
as God. Therefore, Satan led many angels to rebel against God. Another example of pride is
in Numbers 12. Miriam and Aaron were jealous about their younger brother Moses. Let us
read verses 2-3: 2 And they said, “Has the Lord indeed spoken only through Moses? Has he
not spoken through us also?”” And the Lord heard it. 3 Now the man Moses was very meek,
more than all people who were on the face of the earth. They were envious about the fact that
God only spoke to Moses but not to them. It was not Moses’ fault! God gave Moses that
special privilege. Similarly, it is unreasonable to be jealous about your younger brother if he
is better in sports than you do. He was born that way. You may have other strengths that he
does not have. Two things of note in the passage. It says: “the Lord heard it.” Of course God
hears everything before we say it. The point is that God knew their slander and He would not
tolerate such sin. It destroys harmony in the family. It stirred up conflict among the Israelites
too. After all, all three of them were leaders. Miriam was a prophetess and Aaron was a high
priest. People might take sides about who they should follow. God would not allow chaos to
spread. Another remark is about Moses. Verse 3 says Moses was the meekest person in the



world. He might stay silent and let the matter go away. But God stepped in and defended
Moses. In the end, God punished Miriam with leprosy. Aaron prayed for God’s mercy.
Moses’ showed humility in response to people’s attack. That character was reflected in Jesus’
life too. At one time, James and John asked the Lord for permission to sit on His two sides in
God’s Kingdom. The other ten disciples were mad. Jesus took the opportunity and taught
them a lesson on humility. He says in Matthew 20:25-26 — 25 But Jesus called them to him
and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones
exercise authority over them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great
among you must be your servant.” Jesus, the King of kings, became the humblest servant
who served many. He died the most gruesome way to pay the price for our sins. Jesus set up
a model of self-sacrifice for us to follow. If devilish wisdom is characterized by selfishness,
then selflessness is the best antidote to it. True humility is to put God first and put others
above yourself. The world treats meekness as weakness. Most people want to be the top guy
to order their subordinates. But Jesus encouraged us to lower ourselves and to serve others.
The mentality is not “look what I did” but “look what God did” and “how may I help you?”
May the Lord help us stay humble at home, in the office and in church, and be willing to
serve others.

2. FHEEAYEEE Divine Wisdom

If devilish wisdom is all bad, then divine wisdom is all good. Verse 17 specifies that divine
wisdom is from above, meaning from God. The Jews crave wisdom. The book of Proverbs
has a lot to say about it. For example, Proverbs 2:6 echoes what James tells us: For the Lord
gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. God is the ultimate
source of wisdom. All human wisdom is derived from His wisdom. Let us briefly consider
the seven attitudes of those who have divine wisdom in verse 17. Those qualities are opposite
to devilish wisdom. First is pure. People with a pure heart do not have any selfish intent.
Next is peaceable. Peaceful people seek harmony. They try to avoid conflict. Number 3 is
gentle. Another translation for the word is considerate. It is opposite to selfish ambition.
Considerate people are willing to put others’ benefits above theirs. Then we see open to
reason, which means submissiveness. It is the reverse of self-centeredness. Submissive
people are open to listen to and obey others’ input. It is followed by full of mercy. People
with divine wisdom are sensitive to the feelings and needs of others. The last two items,
impartial and sincere, are related to each other. To be impartial is not to show favoritism.
Impartial people treat every person the same. Sincere people will not put up a disguise. They
appear the same in public and in private. After examining the attitudes of those who have
divine wisdom, we will then look at their actions. Verse 13 says people like that will have
good works, and they display meekness by true wisdom. Their actions will bless others. Also,
they stay humble with wisdom. Verse 18 adds that they sow peace. They bring harmony and
not chaos. Lastly, we will highlight the aftermaths of divine wisdom. Verse 18 summarizes
two results: peace and righteousness. People who have divine wisdom bless others and they
bless themselves with peace and righteousness. James uses planting as an analogy to explain
that. It goes back to the principle of you reap what you sow. Devilish wisdom will give rise
to thorns and thistles. Selfish actions and sharp tones will hurt those who come close to them.




However, divine wisdom will end in a harvest of abundant and edible fruits. Their pleasant
character will attract people. A crop needs the right conditions to grow. By the same token,
divine wisdom can only flourish in a godly environment. After all, who will like to go into a
toxic atmosphere? Who will like to get close to people who are judgmental, critical and who
love to talk behind others’ back? It will only break down trust and unity. It will also leave
room for Satan to brew conflict and division. On the contrary, godly people will encourage
godly actions. Paul summarizes in Philippians 4:8-9 — 8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true,
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is
commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about
these things. 9 What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me — practice these
things, and the God of peace will be with you. Take a look at the eight favorable things Paul
urges us to think about. Those traits are similar to what James teaches us. They are all
important ingredients in a peaceful relationship. Godly actions begin from a godly mindset.
We will change to become more like Jesus if we have those desires. We cannot wait for
others to change. We can only change ourselves by applying divine wisdom. Hopefully our
positive example will inspire others to change. We cannot control how others use their mind
and mouths. We can only control ours. We cannot stop others from doing ungodly things. We
can only use our hands to build others up. The question is what values fill our mind? Every
day we are bombarded by secular values from the internet, social media, music and movies.
We must detox our mind with God’s Word. Then our hearts will be in line with God’s truth. It
all goes back to the main theme in James’ letter: we should not only know the truth, but we
should also practice the truth. It does not matter how much of the Bible you have learned, but
how much you actually use. We should not only look godly inside the church classroom. We
must also live a godly life outside the church.

45w CONCLUSION

Wisdom helps us do the right things, at the right time and with the right mind. We can choose
to embrace one of the two forms of wisdom. Our decision will lead to contrasting
destinations. We can choose to help or hurt others. Four people were on a small plane.
Besides the pilot, there were a computer genius, a pastor and a young boy. While in mid-air,
the pilot made a troubling announcement. There was a serious engine failure. The plane had
lost its power and it was gradually descending. The pilot had another bad news. He told the
passengers: “Unfortunately, there are only three parachutes. They are not enough for all of
us. I have a wife and three kids. I think I deserve to live.” The pilot grabbed a parachute and
jumped off. The computer genius wasted no time and spoke up: “Well, I’'m the smartest
person ever lived. The world needs me.” He followed what the pilot did. Then the pastor
turned to the boy: “I’ve enjoyed a blessed life. You still have a bright future. Why don’t you
take the last parachute?” The young man did not panic. He replied: “Chill, pastor! The smart
guy took my backpack!” People with sound wisdom will make good judgment. True wisdom
cannot be earned. It comes from God. But it is not just about getting results. The more
important thing is to build an eternal relationship with Him.
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