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Wisdom In Trials 

James 1:5-8 
 

Even though there is a lot of truth in what kids say, 

we have laughed and laughed and laughed. 

For example, take these words of wisdom from 

some of our rug rats. 

Patrick, aged 10: “Never trust a dog to watch your 

food.” 

Michael, aged 14: “When your dad is mad and asks 

you, ‘Do I look stupid?’ don’t answer him.” 

Joel, aged 10: “Don’t pick on your sister when she’s 

holding a bat.” 

Taylia, aged 11: “When your mom is mad at your 

dad, don’t let her brush your hair.” 

Armir, aged 9: “You can’t hide a piece of broccoli 

in your milk.” 

Mithcell, aged 12: “Don’t sneeze in front of your 

mom when you’re eating a cracker.” 

Michael, aged 14: “Never tell your mom her diet’s 

not working.” 
 

When it comes to wisdom, the Bible has a lot to say 

and it is the topic of our passage this morning. So 

let’s turn to James 1:5-8 where we dig in. For 

context, let’s read beginning with verse 2. 
 

Who of us hasn’t used this passage at a time of 

particular need asking for wisdom believing that 

God will grant us what we are asking?  

Who hasn’t asked for wisdom in all kinds of 

circumstances? 

We have asked for wisdom when taking tests in 

school. 

At graduation from High school, we have asked for 

wisdom about whether or not we should go to 

college and while we are at it, which college to 

attend and what field of study to pursue. 

We have asked for wisdom about what career path 

to take, which company to apply to for a job and if 

an offer is acceptable. 

We have asked for wisdom about whom to marry, 

raising our children, buying a house, and retirement. 

We have asked wisdom about making a medical 

decision or asking that doctors have wisdom in 

pursuing a course of treatment or even in  

diagnosing an uncertain illness. 

We ask for wisdom about many kinds of decisions 

that we face and rightly so because we seek wisdom 

beyond ourselves to make a wise choice. 

I want to suggest to you though, that for some of the 

things we ask wisdom for, we don’t need wisdom, 

we just need to be obedient because God’s Word 

has already revealed it in His Word.  
 

As we come to our passage, it is important to 

understand the context of why we are to ask for 

wisdom. At first glance, it would appear that James 

is writing about a couple of disjointed topics that 

are unrelated. In verses 2-4 it’s about trials, while in 

verses 5-8 it’s about wisdom. But in taking a closer 

look we discover that there is a correlation between 

the trials we encounter and the wisdom we are then 

to ask for, especially when we consider verses 9-12 

which also have to do with trials. 
 

So we need to understand that, yes, in all 

circumstances, we should ask for wisdom, but also 

understand that in the context of this passage, we 

are to ask for wisdom when facing trials of many 

kinds. As a Christian we need wisdom to know how 

to handle those very difficult life events. 
 

You’re all smart enough to know that there is a 

difference between knowledge and wisdom.  
 

The dictionary defines knowledge as what is 

known; the confident understanding of a subject, 

potentially with the ability to use it for a specific 

purpose. It is a familiarity with someone or 

something, which can include facts, information, 

descriptions, or skills acquired through experience 

or education. Knowledge is the theoretical or 

practical understanding of a subject, how things 

work in theory or how they actually work. 
 

Wisdom on the other hand is defined in the 

dictionary as the quality of having experience, 

knowledge, and good judgment; the quality of being 

wise; the soundness of an action or decision with 

regard to the application of experience, knowledge, 

and good judgment. It has more to do with the 

application of what we know, not so much in the 

how, but rather in the why we do it. Let me see if I 

can give you some examples. 
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Knowledge is knowing what to say. Wisdom is 

knowing when to say it. 

Knowledge understands the light has turned red. 

Wisdom knows to apply the brakes. 

Knowledge is knowing a tomato is a fruit. Wisdom 

is not putting it in a fruit salad. 

Knowledge is composed of facts, information, and 

skills. Wisdom is composed of knowledge, 

experience, and good judgment. 

Knowledge gives you the ability to identify whether 

some fact is true or false. Wisdom gives you the 

ability to discern whether some idea is right or 

wrong. 

Knowledge is the acquisition of information and 

facts. Wisdom is the application of the acquired 

knowledge. 

Knowledge can be simply acquired through 

education. Wisdom cannot be simply acquired 

through learning. 
 

To put it simply, knowledge is information gained 

from experience, reasoning, or education. 

Some of us are visual learners. We learn by seeing 

it done. One day, when I was in late grade school or 

Jr. High, my Mom asked my twin brother to put the 

bread back in the bag after a meal. He asked her to 

show him how to do it. 

Others learn by hearing or reading. 

Still others learn by experience from the school of 

hard knocks. We try something, it doesn’t work and 

we know next time not to do it the same way. 

Edison learned 1,000 ways on how not to make a 

light bulb. 
 

Wisdom on the other hand, is simply the ability to 

discern or judge what is true, right or lasting. 

Knowledge can exist without wisdom, but wisdom 

can’t exist without knowledge. We have all known 

people who were really smart but who weren’t wise. 
 

When it comes to the Bible, knowledge and wisdom 

are themes that occur throughout Scripture. There is 

a section in the Old Testament titled the wisdom 

books with one book in particular, Proverbs, 

dedicated to wisdom. We can know facts about the 

Bible, but wisdom comes in its application. 

Proverbs 16:16 tells us that it is better to seek  

wisdom than to seek gold. 

Proverbs 4:7 urges us to seek wisdom above 

everything else. 

The Bible also distinguishes between worldly 

wisdom and godly wisdom. Godly wisdom seeks to 

honor God, while worldly wisdom does not honor 

God. I Corinthians 3:19 says that worldly wisdom 

is foolishness to God. Godly wisdom then means 

that we strive to see all of life from God’s 

perspective and then to act accordingly. 
 

We must understand that wisdom and knowledge 

are not synonymous, and that Godly wisdom is 

different than worldly wisdom. They aren’t the 

same. God wants us to have knowledge, because 

without knowledge we can’t know how we are to 

obey Him. Wisdom knows what to do with that 

knowledge. Knowledge memorizes the 10 

commandments. Wisdom obeys them. And so we 

come to our passage which tells us to ask for 

wisdom. The first thing we notice in our passage is 

our petition for wisdom is deliberate. 
 

I. OUR PETITION FOR WISDOM IS 

DELIBERATE – v. 5 
 

We are simply told that if we lack wisdom, we are 

to ask God for it. 

The word lack means more than to have need or to 

be deficient. It means to be destitute. It’s a banking 

term and means to be short of. You get a notice 

from the bank that says “insufficient funds”. That 

means you don’t have enough money in your 

account. You lack the resources to pay your bill. 

James is saying you have insufficient wisdom in 

your account, but God has sufficient means to 

provide you with His wisdom and it’s yours for the 

asking and there’s plenty more where that came 

from because He has no lack of wisdom. 
 

When it comes to handling the trials we face, if we 

lack wisdom regarding how we are to handle them, 

we are to ask God for it. James is telling us that 

wisdom helps us face trials with pure joy. This 

wisdom gives us practical insight with spiritual 

implications for the need at hand. By asking for 

wisdom, we are given the ability to apply the 

circumstances of life to Christian living. So if we 
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lack wisdom and don’t know how to handle the 

trials that come our way, we are to ask! 
 

Ask simply means to ask for something to be given. 

It is used of an individual who is inferior asking for 

something from someone who is superior. 

A child asks a parent for something. 

An employee asks an employer. 

A subject asks a king. 
 

James makes it an imperative. It’s like the word 

consider that we looked at last week where we 

learned that it’s a command. Asking is a command. 

It’s mandatory. There is no one who is all wise, 

except for God, so we are to ask Him for wisdom in 

our trials. So when it comes to asking for wisdom, 

we are to ask a great God. 
 

A. We Are To Ask A Great God 
 

I Chronicles 16:25-26 “Great is the Lord, and 

greatly to be praised, and He is to be feared 

above all gods. For all gods of the people are 

worthless idols, but the Lord made the heavens.” 
 

Psalm 95:1-4 “Come, let us sing for joy to the 

Lord; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our 

salvation. Let us come before Him with 

thanksgiving and extol Him with music and 

song. For the Lord is the great God, the great 

King above all gods. In His hand are the depths 

of the earth, and the mountain peaks belong to 

Him.” 
 

Psalm 97:9 “For You, O Lord, are the Most High 

over all the earth; You are exalted far above all 

gods.” 
 

I Chronicles 29:11-12 “Yours, O Lord, is the 

greatness and the power and the glory and the 

majesty and the splendor, for everything in 

heaven and earth is Yours. Yours, O Lord, is the 

kingdom; You are exalted as head over all. 

Wealth and honor come from You; You are the 

ruler of all things. In Your hand are strength 

and power to exalt and give strength to all. Now, 

our God, we give thanks, and praise your 

glorious name.” 

Read through the Old Testament and every page 

reiterates the greatness of God and because of His 

greatness, He has wisdom that we are to ask for. 

We learned from our study of Genesis that nothing 

is impossible with God. Read through Psalm 106 

and 135 and get a glimpse of His great and mighty 

deeds. Revelation describes Him as the Lord God 

Almighty who is worthy of all honor and praise. 

And then we read in Romans 11:33, “Oh, the 

depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge 

of God! How unsearchable are His judgments 

and His ways past finding out.” 
 

Why should we ask God for wisdom? Because He 

is a great God, and the depth of His wisdom can’t 

be plumbed. It is beyond our comprehension.  
 

The second reason I see to petition God is that He is 

a generous God. 
 

B. We Are To Ask A Generous God 
 

Notice verse 5 again. “If any of you lacks wisdom, 

he should ask God, who gives generously to all 

without finding fault.” 
 

The word generous means a person who shows a 

readiness to give to another, someone who is liberal 

in giving. It speaks of someone who has an open 

hand. God is a generous benefactor. A benefactor is 

someone who has something that will help someone 

else out who is lacking and so they pour out again 

and again what is needed. In this case, we lack 

wisdom. God is filled with wisdom and He is 

generous in His bestowment of wisdom to those 

who ask, especially in our trials so that we can face 

them with pure joy. 
 

Philippians 4:19 “And my God will meet all your 

needs according to His glorious riches in Christ 

Jesus.” 
 

II Corinthians 9:8 “And God is able to make all 

grace abound to you, so that in all things at all 

times, having all that you need, you will abound 

in every good work.” 
 

II Corinthians 8:9 “For you know the grace of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, 
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yet for your sakes He became poor, so that you 

through His poverty might become rich.” 
 

James 1:17 “Every good and perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of lights, 

who does not change like shifting shadows.” 
 

II Peter 1:3-4 “His divine power has given us 

everything we need for life and godliness 

through our knowledge of Him who called us by 

His own glory and goodness. Through these He 

has given us His very great and precious 

promises, so that through them you may 

participate in the divine nature and escape the 

corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” 
 

John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that He 

gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever 

believeth in Him should not perish but have 

everlasting life.” That’s the greatest demonstration 

of His generosity. 
 

God’s unchanging nature means that He will always 

be generous and in this case, generous in giving us 

wisdom. He delights to give liberally what we need. 

In the passage before us, He delights in generously 

giving us wisdom. 
 

Psalm 36:5-8 “Your love, Lord reaches to the 

heavens, Your faithfulness to the skies…People 

take refuge in the shadow of Your wings. They 

feast on the abundance of Your house; You give 

them drink from Your rivers of delights.” 
 

Delight yourself in the river of His generosity. 

We are to ask a great God. 

We are to ask a generous God. 

We are to ask a giving God. 
 

C. We Are To Ask A Giving God 
 

“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.” 
 

God not only has the resources at His disposal, He 

wants to give them to us. He never begrudges our 

asking or His giving. This verse tells us that God 

doesn’t look around to find a reason not to give us 

wisdom. He doesn’t withhold what is for our 

benefit, our good and for His glory. The verse even 

says that “it will be given to him” implying that 

it’s as good as done. It’s affirmed by the psalmist 

who writes: Psalm 84:11 “For the Lord God is a 

sun and shield: the Lord will give grace and 

glory: no good thing will he withhold from them 

that walk uprightly.” (Emphasis added) 
 

God loves to shower on us what we need, when we 

need and He’s saying ask Him for wisdom, ask Him 

for wisdom in the trials so that you will know how 

to walk through it with pure joy. Let me remind you 

as someone has so aptly stated that “wisdom is 

seeing and responding to life’s situations from 

God’s frame of reference” and in this case the life 

situation is trials of many kinds. 
 

So why is it that when we sometimes ask for 

wisdom it doesn’t seem to find its way to us? 

Verses 6-8 give us the answer. While we see in 

verse 5 that our petition for wisdom is deliberate, in 

verses 6-8 our problem with wisdom is doubt. 

 

II. OUR PROBLEM WITH WISDOM IS 

DOUBT – vs. 6-8 
 

We see in this passage that there is a prerequisite or 

condition for receiving wisdom from God. 

These verses tell us the cause of doubt. 

These verses tell us the consequences of doubt. 

These verses tell us the cure for doubt. 
 

A. The Cause Of Doubt – v. 8 
 

Verse 8 says the problem with doubt comes from 

being double-minded. James describes double-

minded as being like the waves of the sea that are 

tossed around by the wind. Picture if you will, a 

beach ball out in the middle of the ocean bobbing 

up and down by the waves and the wind. One 

definition described double-mindedness as restless 

swaying. You have seen someone like that. They 

are so emotionally distraught by some life event and 

all they can do is sit in their chair rocking and 

swaying back and forth because they can’t make a 

decision. 
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Another description of being double-minded is a 

 drunkard who staggers around because of the 

affects of consuming too much alcohol. 
 

The word literally means two-souled. It’s like 

having two heads. One head wants to take the body 

in one direction, while the other head wants to take 

the body in the opposite direction. All the person 

can do is vacillate about which way to go. He is 

indecisive. 
 

There’s a certain kind of monkey that is easy to 

catch. The hunter cuts off the end of a gourd leaving 

a hole just big enough for the monkey to put its 

hand inside. He hollows it out and puts a little rice 

in the gourd. The monkey will reach in to grab the 

rice and in doing so makes a fist. But when the 

hunter comes along, even though the monkey 

knows it’s in danger, it won’t let go of the rice.  
 

That’s what it’s like to be double minded. Your trial 

is the rice, and your mind can’t let go of it making 

you its captive. Until you trust God wholeheartedly, 

you will remain double-minded. That’s the cause of 

doubt. So what is the consequence of doubt? 
 

B. The Consequence Of Doubt – v. 7 
 

It goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway, if you 

don’t ask, you won’t receive. 

Hockey legend Wayne Gretzke once said “you miss 

100% of the shots you don’t take.” 
 

It’s the same with wisdom. Don’t expect to get it, if 

you don’t ask. But James goes a step further and 

says if you doubt when you ask, you won’t get any 

wisdom either. The consequence of asking in doubt 

is that you won’t get what you ask for, you must ask 

in faith. You must trust God wholeheartedly. So if 

we want wisdom we must trust God explicitly, 

completely, wholeheartedly.  

Proverbs 3:5-6 “Trust in the Lord with ALL 

your heart, and lean not on your own 

understanding. In all your ways acknowledge 

Him and He will direct your paths.” 
 

You can’t lean on your own understanding and 

God’s wisdom at the same time, doubt will win over 

every time. So we need to be like the father who 

came to Jesus asking to heal his daughter and said  

Lord I believe, help my unbelief. 
 

Another way to read Proverbs 3:5-6 is that if we 

lean on our own understanding, we are doubting 

God. We lack trust or faith in Him to help us. If we 

are not trusting God with all our heart, then we are 

doubting His ability to give us the wisdom we need 

in our trials. Doubt isn’t believing God won’t give 

you wisdom, doubt is believing God can’t give you 

wisdom. You doubt His greatness, His power, His 

promise. James says if we don’t ask in faith, we 

won’t receive wisdom. 

Hebrews 11:1, 6  
 

If there is a cause for doubt and there are 

consequences for doubt, surely there must be a cure 

for doubt. We see that in verse 6. 
 

C. The Cure For Doubt – v. 6 
 

The cure for doubt isn’t in the asking, it’s in the 

faith by which we ask. Faith believes and receives 

even though it doesn’t see. According to the 

passage we just read in Hebrews 11:1 and 6, faith 

believes even though it doesn’t see and is then 

rewarded because it believes God exists and in the 

case of James, the reward for faith when we ask for 

wisdom is to receive what we asked for. 
 

So when you ask for wisdom, and specifically when 

you ask for wisdom in your trials, do you ask in 

faith or do you ask with some doubt? Is there 

something that is keeping you from completely 

trusting God will give you what you ask? 
 

Wisdom is ours for the asking as long as we ask in 

faith. Otherwise as James says don’t expect to get it. 

Matthew 7:7-8 “Ask and it will be given to you; 

seek and you will find; knock and the door will 

be opened to you. For everyone who asks 

receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who 

knocks, the door will be opened.” 
 

Matthew 21:22 “If you believe, (there’s the faith), 

you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” 
 

John 16:24 “Until now you have not asked for  
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anything in My name. Ask and you will receive, 

and your joy will be complete.” 
 

James is saying the same thing that if we want pure 

joy in handling our trials, ask in faith for wisdom 

and God will generously give it so that in the end 

we will mature in our Christian walk. 
 

Walvoord and Zuck make a great point when they 

write “The answer from God depends on assurance 

in God.” When you ask for wisdom in trials believe 

that you will receive wisdom from God for them. 

When we ask in faith God won’t reproach us, He 

won’t find fault with our asking. 
 

Romans 4:20-21 is so encouraging. Look at it. 
 

God has promised to give you wisdom if you ask in 

faith. Are you persuaded He will do what He 

promised or is there some doubt? Abraham believed 

God would raise Isaac from the dead as God 

instructed. He acted in faith and God rewarded His 

faith. Notice a little word in the middle of verse 21. 

It’s the word fully. That means Abraham trusted 

God without question, trusted Him completely, 

wholeheartedly, no wavering or waffling. 
 

I mentioned earlier that sometimes we ask God for 

wisdom when He’s already given it to us in His 

Word. All we need to do is be in it and then be 

obedient to it.  
 

But even before we ask God for it in faith we are 

told in Proverbs 9:10 that “The fear of the Lord is 

the beginning of wisdom.” We need to reverence 

Him and be in awe of Him, know that He is  

supreme. 
 

Of all the things we could ask God for during a trial, 

James says we need to ask for wisdom. We could 

ask for strength or grace or even deliverance, but 

instead we are to ask for wisdom and it’s for this 

reason: we need wisdom so we will see the 

opportunities God has given us to mature. Wisdom 

helps us have the patience to wait on God who is 

using the trial to grow us in His character. 
 

Augustine once said: “Patience is the companion of 

wisdom.” 

Wisdom helps us see that God has something 

planned through it all. Wisdom helps us stick it out. 
 

Later in our study of James we will come to another 

passage on the importance of wisdom that comes 

from God.  

James 3:17 “But the wisdom that comes from 

heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 

considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good 

fruit, impartial and sincere.” 
 

When you ask for wisdom, that’s the kind of 

wisdom you will receive from God. When you ask 

for wisdom in trials do you have absolute 

confidence in God to give it to you generously?  
 

As I said earlier, a lot of times when we ask God for 

wisdom, it’s already revealed to us in His Word, so 

maybe it’s as simple as asking God to show us in 

the Bible the right course to take and then wisdom 

obey. We’ll discover in a few weeks that we are to 

be doers of the Word and not hearers only. 
 

Wisdom in the trial may be asking not to become 

bitter or resentful; to love the persecutor; to have 

joy; to be forgiving and so on. Those are already 

responses in trials we learn from Scripture. So take 

the advice of Paul and “Let the Word of Christ 

dwell in you richly.” (Colossians 3:16) The prayer 

may be as simple as asking God to give you wisdom 

from His Word. 
 

Asking God for wisdom may also be in asking God 

to give you wise friends to journey through life 

instead of friends like Job.  

Proverbs 13:20 “Whoever walks with the wise 

becomes wise, but the companion of fools will 

suffer harm.” 
 

What trial are you going through for which you 

need to ask God for wisdom? Are you asking Him 

in faith? 
 

God gives generously to those who ask in faith, but 

those who doubt will receive nothing. 


