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WHICH WISDOM? 
By: Ray Kennedy 

James 3:13-18 
 

Jas 3:13  Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him shew out of a 
good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom.  

Jas 3:14  But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against 
the truth.  

Jas 3:15  This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish.  
Jas 3:16  For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.  
Jas 3:17  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to 

be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  
Jas 3:18  And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.  

 
 

  We use tests to determine a person's IQ, & we measure individual intelligence on the basis of 
one's IQ. 
Howard Gardner, in a highly acclaimed book entitled "Frames of Mind" suggests that such tests 
are too narrow & do not accurately measure a person's intelligence. According to Dr. Gardner, a 
person has at least 7 intelligences: 
 

1. Linguistic intelligence;  
2. Musical intelligence;  
3. Logical-mathematical intelligence;  
4. Spatial intelligence;  
5. Bodily-Kinesthetic intelligence;  
6. Personal intelligence;  
7. Interpersonal intelligence. 
 

Gardner concluded that these multiple intelligences reside in specified parts of the brain, that 
each develops more or less independently of the others, & that each can be trained. 
 
James would add another kind of intelligence in human life: spiritual intelligence. This has to do 
w/our understanding of God & life. James referred to this spiritual intelligence w/the word 
"wisdom." 
This wisdom is obtained from God (James 1:5). 
 
Jas 1:5  If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and 

upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.  
 
It stands in stark contrast to the wisdom of the world. Spiritual wisdom results in charity; 
worldly wisdom results in confusion. Spiritual wisdom leads to fellowship; worldly wisdom leads 
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to conflict. Both spiritual wisdom & worldly wisdom are reflected in the words & deeds of our 
lives. 
This morning let's notice how James distinguished from the wisdom of the world (or "from 
below") & the wisdom of God ("from above"). 
  

1. THE WISDOM FROM BELOW  

 
Jas 3:13  Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him shew out of a 

good conversation his works with meekness of wisdom.  
Jas 3:14  But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against 

the truth.  
Jas 3:15  This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish.  
Jas 3:16  For where envying and strife is, there is confusion and every evil work.  
 
This wisdom from below is characterized by several things: 
 

 A. Selfishness. 
 

James said the wisdom from below is characterized by "selfish ambition" (14). 
 
Jas 3:14  But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against 
the truth 
 
There is reference here to a fierce and unholy zeal against each other; a spirit of ambition and 
contention. The word originally meant "spinning for hire." The word referred to a woman who 
served others w/her spinning. Gradually the word developed a more general meaning of any 
work done for pay. Then the word picked up a negative connotation, for it was used to describe 
the kind of work done solely for the purpose of earning something from the work. Finally the 
word was used of a politician who was out for himself, & would use any means to gain those 
ends. 
 
The word, therefore, describes a person whose primary focus is on self, a person who runs his 
life on the cafeteria plan--self-service only. Such an attitude is a main thread in the fabric of the 
world's wisdom today. 
 
"Your Erroneous Zones" a best-seller a few years ago, began with a quote from Walt Whitman: 
"The whole theory of the universe is directed unerringly to one individual--namely to you."  
 
Psychologists label this excessive self-love "narcissism" from the Greek myth about the young 
man Narcissus. By chance Narcissus saw his image reflected in a pool one day. He had never 
before seen himself. He became so infatuated w/his beauty that he could not be drawn away 
from the water. 
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Narcissism is thus an inordinate love of self. Plato once suggested that the cause of all blunders 
committed by man arise from excessive self-love. That is still true. Most major crimes, business 
scandals, & family splits are caused when a person develops an inordinate love for self. 
 
Selfishness is a deadly characteristic which is not a part of the wisdom given by God. The Bible 
is filled with examples of selfish ambition. 
 
During Haggai's day, God's people used their money to exert their own desires rather than exalt 
the Lord God. The prophet chastened them w/this word:  
 
Hag 1:4  Is it time for you, O ye, to dwell in your ceiled (paneled) houses, and this house lie 

waste?  
 
The writer of Ecclesiastes told of a time of unmitigated greed in his life;  
 
Ecc 2:9  So I was great, and increased more than all that were before me in Jerusalem: also 

my wisdom remained with me.  
Ecc 2:10  And whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not from them, I withheld not my heart 

from any joy; for my heart rejoiced in all my labour: and this was my portion of all my 
labour.  

 
The rich farmer Jesus told about saw nothing in his bountiful crop but the opportunity to 
indulge himself. 
 
Luk 12:19  And I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many years; take 

thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry.  
 
  Or as one paraphrase put it, "Rise & shine, dine fine, & recline!" 
 
Even the disciples did not escape the tentacles of selfish ambition. On the way to Capernaum, 
the disciples were arguing about which one of them would be the greatest. 
 
H.G. Wells said of Napoleon, "He stood for nothing at last but himself.” That is the ultimate end 
of selfish ambition. There are those who call themselves Christians who are filled w/selfish 
ambition. They will have a certain agenda they want to have fulfilled & will do everything in 
their power to see that it is fulfilled. Even if it involves lying and spreading false rumors and 
slandering anyone who gets in their way they are so selfish they fail to see their own sinfulness. 
 
Another characteristic of wisdom from below is: 
 

 B. Spitefulness. 

 
Jas 3:14  But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against 
the truth 
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Because worldly wisdom seeks self-exaltation, it becomes spiteful when others are exalted. 
James described worldly wisdom w/the words "bitter envy."  These words describe an attitude 
of animosity toward others who have been blessed in special ways. 
 
If our main focus is on self, we will become envious when anyone else gets more attention or 
achieves a higher level of success than we do.  
 

Envy is discontent at the good fortune of others. 
 
Our envy level is revealed by the question, "What do we do when others succeed?" 
 
Suppose someone announced to a fellow co-worker, "I have some bad news for you. Your 
parents have just been killed." Every one of us would express our grief & sympathy. But 
suppose someone said to that same co-worker, "I have some good news for you. Your rich 
uncle just died & he left you his entire estate worth &20 million." 
 
How do we respond to that? Would we congratulate the person w/genuine excitement? Or 
would we say, "Some people have all the luck. What has he/she done to deserve that?" 
 
The latter response is the response of envy.  

 That same kind of envy led Cain to kill Abel. 

 It ignited Sarah to cast out Hagar. 

 It caused Joseph's brothers to sell him into slavery. 

 It motivated Saul to kill David. 

 It inspired Haman to plot against Mordecai. 

 It moved the princes of Babylon to plot against Daniel. 

 And it set the Jewish leaders in opposition to Jesus. 
 
That same kind of envy causes us to burn when others receive something we feel we deserved. 
Envy is our discontent at the good fortune of others & grows out of our selfishness. It is not a 
part of the wisdom given by God. 
 
A 3rd characteristic of the wisdom from below is the combination of: 
 

C. Earthly, Unspiritual, & of the Devil. 
 
Jas 3:15  This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish. 
 
The wisdom from below is Earthly. The wisdom of the world identifies w/the things on this 
earth. 
Paul reminded the Philippian Christians that we are not to be identified w/the world because, 
"Our citizenship is in heaven." ( Phil. 3:20). 
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Php 3:20  For our conversation is in heaven; from whence also we look for the Saviour, the 

Lord Jesus Christ:  
 
This doesn't mean we are to be so heavenly minded that we are no earthly good. It means we 
are not to give our allegiance to the things of the earth because they are temporary. The 
wisdom that comes from God causes us to identify ourselves w/those things which our eternal. 
The wisdom of the world attaches to the things of the world which are temporary. 
 
The wisdom of the world is earthly. The wisdom from below is also Unspiritual. This is the kind 
of wisdom that comes from man devoid of any spiritual input. 
 
Paul wrote (1 Cor. 2:14),  
 
1Co 2:14  But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are 

foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.  
 
Without the wisdom of God, natural man cannot understand the deeper truths of life. The 
wisdom from below is also Devilish. The purpose of the devil is to undermine the work of God. 
The wisdom of the world which focuses on self & results in envy, creates a spirit of discord & 
conflict which thwarts the plan of God & reinforces the plan of Satan. In that sense the world's 
wisdom is demonic. The purpose of the devil is also to discredit the Word of God. The wisdom 
of the world calls into question the truth of God's Word & supports the plan of Satan. 
 
Tradition says that when the tomb of Charlemagne was opened centuries after his burial, the 
corpse was clothed in a robe of purple, holding a scepter in its bony hand, seated on a marble 
slab, with a N.T. on its knee. A finger was pointed to a verse in the Scripture. 
The verse was Mark 8:36,  
 
Mar 8:36  For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?  
 
That is the ultimate judgment of the wisdom from below. Worldly wisdom focuses only on the 
things of this earth which are here today & gone tomorrow. 
 
The 2nd kind of wisdom we need to focus on today is: 
  

2. THE WISDOM FROM ABOVE  
 
Jas 3:17  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to 

be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  
Jas 3:18  And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.  
 
In contrast to the wisdom of the world James described the wisdom of God. In James 1:5-8 
James explained how to receive the wisdom of God. 
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Jas 1:5  If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and 

upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.  
Jas 1:6  But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the 

sea driven with the wind and tossed.  
Jas 1:7  For let not that man think that he shall receive any thing of the Lord.  
Jas 1:8  A double minded man is unstable in all his ways.  
 
God's wisdom comes when we ask God for it. In this section James explains how we can know if 
we have God's wisdom. God's wisdom is measured in a different way from the world's wisdom. 
We don't have to be in who's who to know what's what. We do not have to be well known in 
the world to be well knowing. Real wisdom comes from God. It is obtained through a vital 
relationship w/Him, & it will manifest itself in our lives in certain ways. 
 
- First, the wisdom from above is; 
 

A. Pure 
 

Jas 3:17  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to 
be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  

 
Real wisdom manifests itself through holy living. Immorality provides a certain kick. We don't 
need to deny that fact. But… 

 The wise man chooses to be pure because he knows that after the kick comes the 
kickback. 

 The wise man chooses to be pure because he knows this is the only body he will ever 
have & he does not want the ravages of immorality to be set loose in it. 

 The wise man chooses morality because he knows no man is an island. 
 

Everything we do has an effect on others, & the wise man does not want the effects of his 
immoral actions to destroy those whom he loves. 
 
A man visited a doctor one day complaining of an ulcer. The doctor asked if he had some undue 
stress in his life. The patient, a married man, admitted he had a girl-friend in a town 50 miles 
from where he lived. Twice a week he had been driving his old pickup truck to see her. Since 
the pickup frequently broke down, he was often late arriving home & had to devise convincing 
stories to tell his wife. The doctor told the man he was going to have to make a hard decision 
about his personal priorities if he was ever to get well. So the man went home and bought a 
new pickup! 
 
That, my friends, was not a wise man. 
 
A man who is really wise counts the cost & then opts for a life of purity because he knows 
holiness is the road that leads to happiness. 
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Luk 14:26  If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, 

and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.  
Luk 14:27  And whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me, cannot be my disciple.  
Luk 14:28  For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the 

cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it?  
Luk 14:29  Lest haply, after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish it, all that 

behold it begin to mock him,  
Luk 14:30  Saying, This man began to build, and was not able to finish.  
Luk 14:31  Or what king, going to make war against another king, sitteth not down first, and 

consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand to meet him that cometh against him 
with twenty thousand?  

Luk 14:32  Or else, while the other is yet a great way off, he sendeth an ambassage, and 
desireth conditions of peace.  

Luk 14:33  So likewise, whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be 
my disciple.  

 
- The wisdom from above is also; 
 

B. Peaceable 
 

Jas 3:17  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to 
be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  
 

Some people in the world like to fight. They continually exhibit the gift of cantankerous. They 
were born in the objective case & the kickative gender. They enjoy stirring things up. 
Consequently, they use their wisdom to incite, intimidate, & annoy. 
 
The wise person will use his wisdom not to incite but to soothe; not to intimidate but to 
encourage; not to annoy but to appease. He will speak the truth, but he will speak the truth in 
love.He will contend for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints, but he will 
always do so in the spirit of those to whom the faith was once for all delivered. 
 
Mat 5:9  Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.  
 
- The wisdom from above is also; 
 

 C. Perceptive 
 
Jas 3:17  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to 

be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.  
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James says the wisdom from heaven is "considerate" (NIV) "gentle" (NASB). The word literally 
means "that which is beyond the written law." It describes a person who knows when & how to 
make allowances for others, when to temper justice w/mercy. The word connotes a 
perceptiveness of other people which will lead us to be reasonable & courteous. 
 
A well-known story tells of an incident at the White House during Lincoln's presidency. An hour 
or so before a dinner party, some of Lincoln's former county friends stopped in to see him. They 
obviously planned to stay for dinner. Lincoln ordered the table rearranged & seated the 
politicians & backwoods friends together around the table. During the meal one of Lincoln's 
country friends poured coffee into his saucer, blew over it to cool it, & drank from his saucer. 
The high-society politicians raised their eyebrows & exchanged critical glances. They looked to 
the President to see if he would put a stop to this obvious bread of etiquette. Instead, President 
Lincoln lifted his cup, poured coffee into the saucer, blew over it, and drank from his saucer. 
The politicians took his cue, & all poured their coffee into their saucers. 
 
That is the spirit James captured w/the word "considerate." The smart person knows the law of 
God. The knowledgeable person knows when the law of God applies. The wise person is able to 
discern when the law of God does not apply. He is perceptive. 
 
James lists several other things that describe the wisdom from above. He says it is submissive; 
full of mercy and good fruit; impartial & sincere. 
But notice the last verse. 
 
Jas 3:18  And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.  
 
This is the result of one who has the wisdom from above. He/She will be a peacemaker. And 
from making peace they will sow a harvest of righteousness. 
 
The wisdom from below is a wisdom that is out for self no matter who gets hurt. But the 
wisdom from above says, "I will make peace" "I will put others before myself"  "I will be 
concerned, not about myself, but about the kingdom of God". 
  

CONCLUSION: 
In closing this morning let me ask you, "Are you a peacemaker or a troublemaker?" 
"Do you have the wisdom from below or the wisdom from above?" 
"Are you living in the heavenly realms, or are you earthly? 
 
Which wisdom do you possess? 
  

  
 


