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Two Kinds of Wisdom 

James 3:13-16 
 

A small store owner was being pressured to sell his 

store to the owners of a large department store who 

had bought every building on the block, except his. 

Frustrated by the man’s refusal to sell, they 

eventually opened their huge store on either side of 

the small one, with a big banner running from one 

side to the other, proclaiming in huge letters 

“GRAND OPENING.” Feeling equally frustrated, 

the small store owner did finally outsmart the large 

department store. Below the grand opening sign, 

across the front of his small store, the man put up a 

small banner over his door: “MAIN ENTRANCE.”  

We might consider that to be wisdom, one of the 

topics of our passage today. 
 

For three messages we dealt with the issue of the 

tongue and the importance of learning how to hold 

it because as we have learned, the tongue is a 

destructive force that speaks what is in the heart. 

We must rely on the indwelling Holy Spirit to help 

us in curbing the tongue’s bent on corrupting the 

whole body producing catastrophic results both to 

ourselves and others who are the target of 

venomous attacks however subtle or direct it may 

be. We show wisdom when we restrain our tongue 

from speaking what would reveal inconsistencies in 

praising God one moment and insulting man in the 

very next. James reminds us the importance of not 

using hurtful or hateful words about others because 

we are all made in God’s image. 
 

James then transitions to another topic and while it 

is not linked directly to the tongue, there certainly 

could be an argument that the tongue is indeed 

loosely connected to wisdom. The practical nature 

of godly living James will now address deals with 

the issue of true wisdom vs. false wisdom. From 

what we will discover over the next couple of 

messages the question we need to ask ourselves as 

we do some hearty soul searching is which kind of 

wisdom do we possess: true or false wisdom? 
 

Our consideration of this topic today is from James 

3:13-16. We start our discussion with James leading 

us to wisdom that is true. 

I. WISDOM THAT IS TRUE – v. 13 
 

There’s nothing like a good question to put things 

into proper perspective. A question forces us to put 

thought into an answer, to search our heart to 

determine our true thoughts and motives. Here’s the 

question he poses: “Who is wise and 

understanding among you?”  
 

You don’t need to answer the question out loud but 

think about it. How would you answer James if it 

was directed at you? Another question might be to 

ask from this passage what is the quality of your 

wisdom? 
 

If we are honest with ourselves, we would conclude 

that few people really measure up to the question. 

Could we count on one hand the people we know 

we would consider to be as wise and understanding?  
 

The dictionary defines wisdom as the quality of 

having or showing good judgment, the power of 

judging rightly and following the soundest course of 

action based on knowledge, experience and 

understanding. Understanding is defined as the 

ability to hear information or see an event and 

understand it. Understanding can also be translated 

as knowledge. 
 

I have watched Cricket and Rugby and understand 

neither. But others have watched American baseball 

and football and are just as confused as my 

watching their sports. 
 

Wisdom and knowledge are themes that are seen 

throughout Scripture. While related they are not 

synonymous. Knowledge can exist without wisdom, 

but wisdom cannot exist without knowledge. 

Knowledge is knowing that a car has breaks, 

wisdom is knowing when to apply them. 
 

God has given us the Bible so that we can know 

about Him. Wisdom is taking what we know about 

Him from the Bible to establish a personal 

relationship with Him. The Bible tells us what God 

expects of us in regard to His keeping His 

commands. Wisdom is knowing how to keep those 

commands. Knowing facts about God is not 

wisdom. Remember from our earlier discussion on 
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James 1:5 that true wisdom comes from God. 

“If any man lack wisdom, let him ask of God.” 

God’s wisdom is not the same as man’s wisdom. 

Paul spoke of that difference when he wrote to the 

church in Corinth. 

I Corinthians 1:25-27 
 

In I Corinthians 3:19 Paul adds that “the wisdom 

of the world is foolishness in God’s sight.” In 

verse 20 he states that the thoughts of the wise are 

futile to the Lord. 
 

Read through the book of Proverbs and you see 

Solomon’s advice to pursue wisdom. He says it is 

more valuable than gold (Proverbs 4:7). Proverbs 

teaches us practical living that comes from wisdom 

and at times contrasts the wise and the fool. We are 

told in Proverbs 1:7 that “The fear of the Lord is 

the beginning of wisdom, but fools despise 

wisdom and instruction.” Which are you? 
 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus compared Godly 

wisdom with worldly wisdom with statements like 

“You have heard it said…but I tell you.” 

Knowledge or understanding is what we gather over 

a lifetime of study. But wisdom is its application, by 

putting it into practice. 

Knowledge learns about God. Wisdom loves God. 

Knowledge learns God’s commandments. Wisdom 

obeys them. 
 

Godly wisdom often asks us to do things that don’t 

seem natural. Only after crucifying our flesh and its 

desires can we live in godly wisdom.  

Galatians 2:20 
 

True wisdom is gained through our study and 

application of the Word as we let His Word richly 

dwell in us so that we can teach and admonish one 

another in all wisdom. (Colossians 3:16).  
 

Godly wisdom also includes the right choice of 

friends to join us in our journey through life. 

Proverbs 13:20 “Whoever walks with the wise 

becomes wise, but the companion of fools will 

suffer harm.” 
 

Psalm 1:1 “Blessed is the man who walketh not  

after the counsel of the ungodly, or stands in the 

way of sinners or sits in the seat of the scornful.” 
 

If you want godly wisdom, seek godly companions. 

As we look more closely at our passage, we see that 

character and conduct are evidence of whether or 

not a person has wisdom. 
 

James notes that true wisdom is evidenced by godly 

character. 
 

A. True Wisdom Is Evident By Godly Character 
 

“Who is wise and understanding among you? 

Let him show it by his good life.” 
 

The life of a person who has had a personal 

encounter with Christ will be transformed. 

II Corinthians 5:17 

Romans 12:1-2  

I John 2:15-16  

Galatians 5:16-18 

Ephesians 4:22-5:3, *8-10 
 

Warren Wiersbe states that wisdom is able to relate 

God’s truth to everyday life. 
 

God’s wisdom tells you that lying is wrong. 

God’s wisdom tells you to value life, not destroy it. 

God’s wisdom tells you stealing what does not 

belong to you is wrong. 

God’s wisdom tells you to practice love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, and self-control. 

God’s wisdom tells you to forgive others their 

trespasses against you. 

God’s wisdom tells you that love does not envy, 

does not boast, does not become proud, does not 

become rude, does not become self-seeking, does 

not become easily angered, does not keep any 

record of wrongs, does not delight in evil, but 

instead teaches us to be humble and rejoice in truth. 

God’s Word teaches us godly character. 

Psalm 119:1 “Blessed are those whose way is 

blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD!” 
 

Proverbs 22:1 “A good name is more desirable 

than great riches; to be esteemed is better than 

silver or gold.” 
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II Peter 1:3-6 
 

God’s wisdom teaches us the value in obeying His 

Word and in loving Him with all our heart, soul, 

mind, and strength. 
 

True wisdom is evidenced by godly character.  

Do others see the character of Christ in us? Do they 

see a moral quality in the way we act because Christ 

makes a difference in us? 
 

James provides us with one more evidence of true 

wisdom. True wisdom is evident by good deeds. 
 

B. True Wisdom Is Evident By Good Deeds 
 

“Who is wise and understanding among you? 

Let him show it by deeds done in the humility 

that comes from wisdom.” 
 

Our good deeds demonstrate God’s work and 

wisdom in us as much as our godly character. 

Matthew 5:14-16 

Galatians 6:7-10 
 

Colossians 3:17 “And whatever you do, whether 

in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through 

Him.” 
 

Hebrews 10:24 “And let us consider how we may 

spur one another on toward love and good deeds.” 
 

James 4:17 “Anyone, then, who knows the good 

he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” 
 

Titus 2:7 “In everything set them an example by 

doing what is good.” 
 

Ephesians 2:10 “For we are God’s workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which 

God prepared in advance for us to do.” 
 

An evidence of true wisdom is in our doing the 

good works God has prepared for us to do. I have to 

admit, I don’t think about that very often as I enter a 

day. I don’t often begin my day by asking God to 

reveal to me the good deeds He has prepared for me 

to do. Often, I go through the day and just do my 

tasks without thinking whether it was intended to be 

done as one of the good deeds God prepared for me. 

Maybe that’s the way it should be, so that I’m not 

aware of them so I don’t become proud when I do 

them, like “Hey God, did you see that one? Nailed it 

didn’t I?” Maybe it’s a way of keeping me humble. 

To the point Jesus made in the Sermon on the 

Mount, doing good deeds is a way of directing 

others to God.  
 

I remember several years ago having a conversation 

with a cousin. I don’t remember all the details, but 

he told me about seeing a woman who had just 

come out of a church stopping to show a kindness to 

an older man who appeared to be homeless. He then 

asked himself why she would do that act of 

kindness, that good deed. What was her motivation? 

Was it genuine? Was it out of guilt? Was it out of 

fear? Was it to earn favor with God?  
 

Jesus said if our acts are done to be seen by men, 

we have our reward by getting a slap on the back or 

our name on a plaque for a charitable deed done. 

But if our act is done for no other reason than the 

prompting of God’s Spirit to help a person in need, 

then we are pointing others to the Father. As I read 

a moment ago, if we see some good that needs to be 

done and don’t do it, it is sin. I’m thinking about the 

illustration Jesus gave of the Good Samaritan. Two 

religious leaders passed by a guy in desperate need. 

Beaten, bloodied, robbed, left for dead, they didn’t 

want to be inconvenienced and so they kept going. 

Maybe they turned to look in the opposite direction 

as if their looking away would somehow excuse 

their actions because they could pretend they didn’t 

see it. Maybe if they looked away they wouldn’t be 

riddled with guilt for ignoring the need. Maybe they 

justified their response because they were on their 

way to tend to some important religious matters. 

Whatever the case, they ignored his need, so to 

them it was sin. But it was someone from another 

country, a foreigner, someone consider to be an 

enemy who demonstrating good deeds toward him. 
 

I need to ask myself this question out loud. It’s not 

just for me to consider, I ask it for you to ponder as 

well. How many opportunities have I missed out on 

demonstrating good deeds that would have pointed 
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others to God? How many times have I done a good 

deed thinking I’m doing it for the Lord, when it’s 

really about wanting to be seen by men?  
 

True wisdom is evidenced by good deeds that point 

people to God, that shows others our character has 

changed because of Christ, one that is not self-

centered, one that loves my neighbor as myself. 

True wisdom learns from the example of Jesus who 

went around doing good. 
 

As we consider verse 13 once more, we need to see 

the underlaying motive for demonstrating godly 

character and good deeds. They are done in 

“humility that comes from wisdom.” Wisdom 

from God does not puff up, it is not self-seeking, it 

is not attention getting. Peter tells us to be clothed 

with humility (I Peter 5:6).  
 

Paul writes in Colossians 3:12 that among other 

things we are to put on humility. 
 

Solomon says in Proverbs 11:2 “When pride 

comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility 

comes wisdom.”  
 

The word humility here can also be translated 

meekness. Somewhere along the way, our view or 

understanding of humility or meekness has become 

warped. Our culture has this idea that meekness is 

weakness. It has the idea that a meek or humble 

person doesn’t have a spine, can’t stand up for 

himself, allows others to walk all over him. But 

that’s not the idea at all from a Biblical perspective. 

The word actually means power under control.   
 

When I worked with hospice as chaplain, one of the 

nurses boarded horses. One year she got an injured 

racehorse. After time and rest the injury healed, but 

it would never be able to race again. As a racehorse, 

you can imagine the power that was bred into him. 

My friend would take the horse out into the field to 

get some exercise. She told me that when riding this 

horse, she could feel the muscles tensing up 

wanting to break loose and run, but she said that 

horse held back as long as she was riding him. 

That’s power under control.  
 

True wisdom that comes from God is power under  

control. It doesn’t boast. It isn’t showy. Instead, it is 

evident in a humble spirit that points others to God 

through godly character and good deeds as Proverbs 

says “with humility comes wisdom, with pride 

comes disgrace.” 
 

What is the evidence of true wisdom in your life? 

It’s a topic we will consider again in verse 17. But 

that’s for another Sunday. For the remainder of our 

time, let’s take a look at verses 14-16 and James’s 

discussion about wisdom that is false. 
 

II. WISDOM THAT IS FALSE – vs. 14-16 
 

James notes that false wisdom is first evident by its 

character. 
 

A. False Wisdom Is Evident By Its Character – 

v. 14 
 

Character begins in the heart. As we have learned 

from the advice of Proverbs 4:23, we are told to 

“guard our heart because it is the wellspring of 

life”, meaning that the heart sets the course or 

direction of our lives. It determines our character 

and the choices we make. When man ignores God 

and His wisdom and instead sets himself up as 

supreme both his motivations and character will 

become flawed because he makes up his own rules 

and standards by which he lives. Rather than God’s 

standard, which is absolute and never changes, 

man’s wisdom directs him to standards that are 

relative, standards that change with time and/or 

cultural mandates. In man’s wisdom, there are no 

absolutes. He sets the rules that guide him. 
 

John MacArthur writes “The wisdom of the world, 

that is based on man’s own understanding, 

standards, and objections, is false and ungodly. In 

false wisdom, man is supreme. False wisdom does 

not recognize God’s sovereignty, God’s will, or 

God’s truth.” 
 

This kind of worldly philosophy leads only to 

flawed character. One evidence of this character 

from false wisdom is that it leads to bitter envy. 
 

1. Those with false wisdom have bitter envy 
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Some translations use the word envy and others use  

the word jealousy. Envy is the desire for what 

someone else has. That’s the simple definition. A 

more comprehensive definition describes it as “a 

resentful, dissatisfied longing for someone else’s 

possessions, position, fortune, achievements or 

success.”  
 

At times the terms are used interchangeably, but 

there are some subtle differences between envy and 

jealousy. Envy can be a reaction to lacking 

something that someone else has. It is the distress or 

resentment we feel when others have what we 

don’t. Another word for envy can be covetousness. 

Jealousy can be a reaction out of fear of losing 

something; to be watchful or careful in guarding or 

keeping what you have; or to be resentfully 

suspicious of someone else, especially a rival who 

may be looking to take it away from us.  
 

When you consider what the Bible has to say about 

it, envy or jealousy is an act of the flesh that comes 

from sin.  

Galatians 5:19-21 
 

I Peter 2:1-2 says it is one of the character traits of 

the old nature that we are to get rid of one that 

shouldn’t be evident in the believer.  
 

But James doesn’t just describe the person with 

false wisdom as having only envy or jealousy. He 

adds that the person has bitterness associated with 

it. To be bitter means to be pointed, sharp, pungent. 

Bitter envy is the worst kind of jealousy. It is harsh, 

cutting and sharp. It is destructive and has no 

concern for the wellbeing of others, especially those 

who are the target of his bitter jealousy.  
 

Among various characteristics of the believer, Paul 

says in Ephesians 4:31 that bitterness is to be a trait 

that should not be spoken of about a Christian. 
 

The writer of Hebrews exhorts believers not to have 

a root of bitterness growing up in us that would 

cause trouble and defile many (Hebrews 12:15). He 

likens this kind of spirit to Esau, who, after selling 

his birthright and losing his firstborn inheritance 

became bitterly enraged toward his brother Jacob. 
 

Proverbs 27:4 “Wrath is cruel, and anger is 

outrageous, but who can stand before jealousy.” 
 

Cain had bitter jealousy toward Abel resulting in his 

death. 

Joseph’s brothers had bitter jealousy toward him 

that resulted in him being sold into slavery. 

If we have resentment toward someone either 

because of something they have that we want but 

don’t have or because of something we want to 

keep that we don’t want others to have, we are 

dangerously close to a bitter spirit. That is a 

characteristic we need to confess and get rid of, one 

that is not to be something associated with who we 

are as believers. The struggle between the old sin 

nature and the new nature continues for the 

believer, but we have the power of the indwelling 

Spirit to strengthen us against allowing bitter envy 

to take root. Paul writes in Galatians 5:16 that if 

we walk by the Spirit we won’t give in to sinful 

desires like bitter jealousy. 
 

James then gives us a second characteristic of false 

wisdom. 
 

2. Those with false wisdom have strife 
 

Some translations use the word strife where others 

use the term selfish ambition. I prefer strife, maybe 

because that’s how I memorized the verse. Bitter 

envy and strife are bed fellows, meaning that where 

you find one, you will most likely find the other.  
 

The word strife was used by the Greeks to describe 

a politician who was out canvassing for votes. He 

would create rivalry and division with his opponent. 

It was closely associated with any politician who 

sought a high political position because of the 

power and influence he could gain for personal 

gratification and self-fulfillment no matter what the 

cost. The word can also be translated selfish 

ambition, a characteristic that is not to be part of the 

Christian life. 
 

Paul warns the Philippians (2:3) that nothing is to 

be done out of strife or vainglory. Among the things 

we are told God hates in Proverbs 6:16-19, is 

someone who spreads strife among brothers. A 
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person characterized by strife is contentious and 

selfish. The term originally meant to spin thread for 

hire. Then more broadly to sew for hire. Then it 

came to mean any work done for personal gain.  
 

One author on GotQuestions.org suggests that 

“strife is a strong and ongoing conflict over a 

fundamental issue. It is deeper than argument, 

broader than disagreement. Strife usually involves 

bitterness and sometimes violence.” It happens in 

politics, businesses, even families and marriages. 

“When strife occurs among believers, the church’s 

testimony is tarnished and Christ is dishonored.” 
 

There was strife between the herdsman of Abraham 

and Lot (Genesis 13). 

There was strife between Isaac and the people of 

Gerar over a watering hole (Genesis 26). 

Strife led by Korah resulted in Israel’s rebellion 

(Numbers 16). 

There was strife between King Saul and David. 

Strife always results in trouble. 
 

Proverbs 13:10 tells us that strife is always 

accompanied by pride and an unteachable spirit.  
 

Proverbs 15:18 “A hot tempered man stirs up 

strife, but a patient man calms a quarrel (strife - 

KJV).” 
 

Proverbs 16:28 “A perverse man stirs up strife.” 
 

Proverbs 17:1 “Better a dry crust with peace and 

quiet than a house full of feasting with strife.” 
 

Proverbs 17:19 “He who loves strife, loves sin.” 
 

Proverbs 28:25 “He that is of a proud heart, stirs 

up strife.” 
 

Those verses give us a picture about the kind of 

nature evidenced in strife. It destroys unity, is the 

opposite of love, alienates friends, is a sign of 

worldliness in the believer, and confuses a watching 

world about our testimony. James concludes by 

saying we shouldn’t boast about it or deny the truth 

if we have it. We are commanded to get rid of it and 

along with bitter envy, strife is an evidence of false 

wisdom. 
 

James then says false wisdom is evident by its  

cause. 
 

B. False Wisdom Is Evident By Its Cause – v. 15 
 

He gives us three causes of false wisdom, which 

reminds us false wisdom is not from God. 
 

1. Its cause is earthly 
 

By earthly, James means worldly, wisdom that has 

its roots anchored in man’s philosophies apart from 

God. It is a philosophy that teaches a person to 

follow his/her heart all the while neglecting the 

words of Jeremiah 17:9 that the heart is deceitful 

above all else. Worldly wisdom ignores God, His 

truth, and His commands. Worldly wisdom tells you 

to go and do your own thing, to be number one, to 

have it your way. It has no place for God or His 

truth. Worldly wisdom is based on man’s own 

understanding instead of God’s truth. Worldly 

wisdom encourages man to trust himself to direct 

his path, rather than trusting God (Proverbs 3:5-6). 

Worldly wisdom is ever changing to fit the times of 

man’s sinful nature where God’s wisdom never 

changes and is for every time and person and directs 

them to godly living. Worldly wisdom became 

entrenched with Freud who called himself a 

completely godless Jew. He invented modern 

psychology, which endorsed illicit behavior and 

gave excuses to justify such behavior. And while 

godly counseling is beneficial, worldly counsel that 

ignores God can lead a person to ignore God and 

His truth altogether.  
 

James says that one cause of false wisdom is that it 

comes from the world. He continues with another 

cause of false wisdom by saying it is unspiritual. 
 

2. Its cause is unspiritual 
 

The KJV uses the term sensual. The word in the 

Greek literally means soulish and refers to wisdom 

that is rooted in man’s lower or baser nature or 

man’s unsaved state of mind. Paul would describe it 

as being carnal or fleshly. It’s man’s hungers, 

appetites, lusts, cravings and desires that he does 

not wish to or cannot control. The person who 

follows false wisdom rationalizes his indulgences. It 
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is first seen in Genesis 3:6 “When the woman saw 

that the fruit of the tree was good for food and 

pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining 

wisdom, she took some and ate it.” 
 

The source of this false wisdom is one’s own 

thoughts, attitudes, interests and pursuits rather than 

seeking wisdom from God. 
 

James gives us one more source of false wisdom. It 

is of the devil. 
 

3. Its cause is of the Devil 
 

We know that the devil is opposed to God and 

anything related to God and that includes truth and 

wisdom.  

God says salvation is a free gift by grace through 

faith. The Devil says you have to work for it. 

God says wisdom begins by fearing Him and 

obeying His commands. The Devil says ignore God 

and make your own rules.  
 

Paul tells Timothy that in later times men will 

abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and 

things taught by demons (I Timothy 4:1). In II 

Timothy 3:13 Paul says evil men will deceive and 

be deceived. 
 

II Corinthians 11:14-15 reminds us that both Satan 

and his minions masquerade as angels of light to 

deceive people from understanding the truth. They 

do so through worldly wisdom, which seems like 

wisdom but is in fact false. Even modern 

psychology can weave some bits of truth into its 

counsel but is rooted in falsehood. Be warry. 
 

James makes one final point about false wisdom. 

The evidence is in its consequences. 
 

C. False Wisdom Is Evident In Its Consequences 

– v. 16 
 

There are two James notes. The first consequence is 

that its ways are chaos. 
 

1. Its ways are chaos 
 

Chaos is defined as a lack of order or utter 

confusion and comes from instability. It’s the same 

word used in James 1:8 speaking of a double-

minded man who is unstable in all his ways. Jesus 

used it in Luke 21:9 speaking of the chaos that will 

ensue in the world in the last days. Paul then used it 

in II Corinthians 12:20 hoping he wouldn’t find 

disorder in the church when he visited. 
 

In Jesus’s prayer in John 17 one of the things he 

prayed about for the disciples and the church was 

unity. One thing you can be sure of, if there is 

confusion and chaos, it didn’t come from God. He 

is a God of order, harmony, peace, and love. 

I Corinthians 14:33 “For God is not a God of 

disorder, but of peace.” 
 

One consequence of false wisdom is chaos. Another 

consequence is its works are corrupt. 
 

2. Its works are corrupt 
 

James calls it “every evil practice.” 

Evil speaks of what is worthless or of no account. It 

refers to anything that is vile and contemptible. 

Where envy and strife are you will find every evil 

work. Cain’s murder of Abel resulted from envy 

and strife. 

The plot to murder Joseph, but then selling him into 

slavery resulted from envy and strife. 

The murder of Naboth by King Ahab came from 

envy and strife. 

Where you find envy as strife you will find 

godlessness that is born out of worldly wisdom.  
 

There are two kinds of wisdom: true wisdom or 

false wisdom. Which do you want to have? Which 

do you want to be known by? We have looked at 

the characteristics of false wisdom. It isn’t a pretty 

picture. It doesn’t have the kind of qualities that 

should be evident in a believer. We looked briefly at 

true wisdom and will consider next week more of 

its characteristics. 
 

If you want true wisdom, immerse yourself in 

God’s Word asking the indwelling Spirit to guide 

your steps each day in in applying its wisdom to 

your daily life. The results will be drastically 

different than living by false wisdom and the 

consequences that ensue. 


