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Wisdom From Above 

James 3:17 
 

We all know that some of the wisdom we gain 

comes from firsthand experience. Yes, we gain 

wisdom from watching and learning from others, 

but wisdom that is learned through personal life 

experiences seems to take deeper root. 
 

Children can also offer us some tidbits of wisdom. 

Randy, age 9 said, “Stay away from prunes.”  

Lauren, age 9 says, “Felt markers are not good to 

use as lipstick.”  

Eileen, age 8 says, “Never try to baptize a cat.” 
 

Last week we began a discussion about wisdom. 

We looked briefly at true wisdom from verse 13 

and then considered what James had to say about 

false wisdom form verses 14-16. We saw from 

verse 14 that false wisdom is characterized by bitter 

enby and strife, something quite evident today. 
 

From verse 15 we looked at three causes of false 

wisdom. James says its cause is earthly or worldly, 

it is unspiritual or sensual, and it is of the devil. 
 

Thinking about the characteristics and causes of 

false wisdom, the results or consequences are 

obvious. False wisdom is the breeding ground of 

chaos and corruption as noted in verse 16. 
 

It would be safe to say that is not the kind of 

wisdom we want, but it is certainly the wisdom that 

many pursue and portray today. I think there is a 

direct correlation between what’s happening in our 

culture today and the removal of prayer from 

schools.  
 

As we come to James 3:17, let’s ask the question 

he poses at the beginning of verse 13. “Who is wise 

and understanding among you?” If the 

characteristics, causes, and consequences of worldly 

wisdom are not what you desire, there is left only 

one type of wisdom to pursue – true or godly 

wisdom. The question might be what are we doing 

to get it? We know we need it. What are we willing 

to do to get it? 
 

From verse 17, James guides us on a journey of  

getting heavenly or true wisdom. Remember from 

1:5 that if we lack wisdom we are to ask God for it, 

because He will generously give it to us.  

We will consider first the motive of true wisdom. 

Then we will consider the measure of true wisdom. 

We’ll end by discussing the means to true wisdom. 
 

 Notice first, the motive of true wisdom. 
 

I. THE MOTIVE OF TRUE WISDOM 
 

The very first word establishes a contrast between 

what the author just wrote about regarding false 

wisdom and its consequences and what he is about 

to mention regarding true wisdom and its 

characteristics. Where worldly wisdom brings envy 

and strife, chaos and every evil work, verse 17 says 

heavenly wisdom will always be evident by certain 

characteristics, first because of the place of true 

wisdom. 
 

A. The Place Of True Wisdom 
 

“But the wisdom that comes from heaven.” 

In contrast to false wisdom that is worldly, sensual 

and of the devil, true wisdom comes from heaven. 

The literal meaning is seen in the KJV where it says 

this wisdom is from above. We understand that to 

mean that this wisdom is from God. We can have 

man’s flawed wisdom or God’s perfect wisdom.  
 

Now, as I said last week, not all worldly wisdom is 

flawed or wrong. There is value and truth in much 

of it, but remember its source.  

There is truth and wisdom in J.R.R. Tolkein’s book 

The Lord of the Rings. Speaking to Frodo, Gandalf 

says “It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out 

your door. You step onto the road, and if you don’t 

keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you might 

be swept off to.” 
 

There’s both truth and wisdom given by Maurice 

Switzer in his book Mrs. Goose, Her Book where he 

writes “It is better to remain silent at the risk of 

being thought a fool, than to talk and remove all 

doubt of it.” 
 

Or how about Jess Scott from the book The Intern,  

“When someone loves you, the way they talk about  
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you is different. You feel safe and comfortable.” I 

would say there is both truth and wisdom in those 

words. 
 

But also within worldly wisdom there is mixed with 

the truth philosophies and teachings that are false 

because they stem from man’s flawed thinking. 
 

“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.” 

― Aristotle 
 

“Count your age by friends, not years. Count your 

life by smiles, not tears.” ― John Lennon 
 

There is only one place for true wisdom, godly 

wisdom, wisdom that will never lead you down a 

wrong path and that is wisdom from heaven. 
 

The second thing we notice from our verse is the 

priority of true wisdom. 
 

B. The Priority Of True Wisdom 
 

“But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first 

of all.” 
 

How many of you are firstborn in your family?  

I am and so is Robyn. 
 

There is a principal in materials management that 

says first in, first out meaning that the stock that 

came in first should be the stock that is used first.  
 

We think of being first as a sequence before 

something that comes after it. 

One always comes first in numbering. 

A always comes first in the alphabet. 

Sunday is the first day of the week. 

January is the first month of the year. 
 

Paul said the first thing he did was deliver the  

gospel (I Corinthians 15:3). 

Adam is the first man created (I Timothy 2:13). 
 

But James isn’t saying that what is to follow is first 

in sequence of all the characteristics that follow, but 

it is first in priority or first in importance. In that 

sense, this is the motive for godly wisdom, not just 

a characteristic of godly wisdom. 
 

We might say that it is the foundational component  

on which the rest of the characteristics listed are 

built. In order for a house to be sound, it needs to be 

built on a good foundation. You don’t put the 

foundation in after you have built the house. While 

the foundation may be first in sequence, it is also a 

priority.  
 

The priority of this heavenly wisdom is purity. 
 

C. The Purity Of True Wisdom 
 

“But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first 

of all pure.” 

To be pure is to be morally pure. Another word is 

holy. Everything God does is holy, so we can 

expect that the wisdom He gives is going to be pure. 

His wisdom will be nothing else and nothing less 

otherwise it will not be holy. 
 

The word describes something that is unmixed, 

unmingled, undiluted, original. 

Like most of you, I grew up with Kool-Aid. You 

take a pitcher of water, about three cups of sugar 

and a flavor packet, mix it all together and you have 

a flavored drink. The water was mixed with the 

flavored powered. James says wisdom from above 

is unmixed, otherwise, it wouldn’t be pure. 
 

Wisdom from above is free of defilement. So when 

Scripture speaks of God being holy it means He is 

without sin, undefiled by anything that would 

otherwise contaminate His nature, so when He gives 

wisdom it is not mixed with anything that is sinful. 

This wisdom from above will never condone or 

propose something that is unclean or vile. It won’t 

suggest a defiling thought or action. The wisdom 

from above offers a stark contrast to what worldly 

wisdom promotes. Worldly wisdom results in chaos 

and every evil work, whereas we will see in a 

moment that wisdom from above is completely 

opposite in its character.  
 

Chuck Swindoll notes that “God-given wisdom 

produces purity of internal motives as well as 

external actions.” 
 

Whereas man’s wisdom will lead to sin, God’s 

wisdom will lead to purity of life, leading you to  

make right choices. 
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The word was used by the Greeks to describe a  

cleansing ceremony which made the worshipper  

pure enough to approach their gods. On the Temple 

of Aesculapius is an inscription which shows that 

even pagans understood that purity was necessary in 

being able to approach their gods. The inscription 

reads “He who would enter the divine temple must 

be pure.” But their concept of purity was skewed. 
 

Matthew 5:8 says the pure in heart will see God. 

As Christians we are called to holiness. 

I Peter 1:15-16 

I John 3:2-3 

Romans 12:1-2 
 

If anyone in the Old Testament understood this call 

to holiness it was Isaiah. Holiness was central to his 

writing. As he stood in the presence of God in a 

vision listening to the angels around the throne 

proclaiming the holiness of God, he suddenly 

realized how utterly sinful he was.  

Isaiah 6:1-7 
 

Notice that his holiness was not from anything he 

did, but what God did as the angel touched his lips 

with the hot coal, a symbol of his being purified and 

able then to stand before God.  
 

God is holy, so even the wisdom He gives to us will 

be pure. It can be nothing else. 
 

We see in this verse the motive of wisdom from 

above. It instills in us a desire to be holy, to be free 

from moral stain. When we get the righteousness of 

Christ, it’s like God took a power washer to our 

sinful lives. Just as a power washer blasts away 

years of gunk, mildew, dirt, and grime so God blasts 

away all the layers of bitterness, anger, hatred, 

lying, idolatry, wrong thoughts, actions and motives 

and gives us a new heart. 

Psalm 51:7. 10 “Cleanse me with hyssop, and I  

will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than  

snow. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and 

renew a steadfast spirit within me.” 
 

Warren Wiersbe writes that “wisdom from above is 

strength from above.” Worldly wisdom pressures us 

to change our mind, our viewpoint, even our 

convictions. It wants us to compromise our beliefs. 

Wisdom from above gives us strength to stand on 

those convictions because we know they are true 

and they lead us to godly character not chaos. 
 

Purity is first in importance because without it, 

nothing else in this list will matter, it’s where 

wisdom begins. But let me add that if you pursue 

wisdom that is from above it will put you out of 

step with the world. The motive of true wisdom is 

purity and that only comes from above given to us 

by a pure and holy God. What we see then is the 

measure of true wisdom, its characteristics. 
 

II. THE MEASURE OF TRUE WISDOM 
 

Wisdom that comes from above, wisdom that is 

pure will be evident in the following seven ways. 
 

A. True Wisdom Is Peace-loving 
 

Where worldly wisdom often brings chaos, wisdom 

from above brings peace.  
 

J, Vernon McGee rightly states that “anything that 

causes division and strife is not of the Lord.” 

Anything that doesn’t promote peace, anything that 

doesn’t create unity, even in the church, is not from 

above, it didn’t come from God. 
 

On at least two occasions we know that the 

disciples argued about who was the greatest and 

who would get to sit next to Christ in heaven. In 

John 17 Jesus prayed for them and for believers to 

follow to have unity. 

Romans 15:5-7 “May the God who gives patience 

and encouragement give you a spirit of unity 

among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so 

that with one heart and mouth you may glorify 

the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted 

you, in order to bring praise to God.” 
 

We cannot rightly praise God with a spirit of 

division. Godly wisdom produces peace in us and 

among us so we can glorify God with a right heart, 

with a pure heart. Just as the Israelites were to offer 

a sacrifice without blemish, so we must offer praise 

that is not tarnished with a lack of unity. 



4 

Fellowship Bible Church 6/6/2021 Pastor Howie Wideman 
 

I Corinthians 1:10 “I appeal to you, brothers, in 

the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of 

you agree with one another so that there be no 

divisions among you and that you may be 

perfectly united in mind and thought.” 
 

In Romans 14:17 Paul says the kingdom of God is 

righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. In 

verse 19 he adds that we should follow after things 

that make for peace.  
 

Among the fruit of the Spirit that we are to allow 

the Holy Spirit to produce in us is peace (Galatians 

5:22-23). 
 

To the Corinthians, Paul said that God had called 

them to peace (I Corinthians 7:15). 
 

In I Corinthians 14:33 he writes that God is a God 

of peace not of confusion. 
 

Then in II Corinthians 13:11 he tells us to be of 

one mind and live in peace. 
 

Colossians 3:15 says that the peace of Christ is to 

rule our heart. 
 

To the Thessalonians Paul says we are to have 

peace among ourselves (I Thessalonians 5:13). 
 

He told Timothy to follow peace (II Timothy 

2:22). 
 

Proverbs 13:17 says that the path of wisdom is 

peace. True wisdom loves things that bring peace. 
 

The emphasis in this characteristic is on a lack of 

strife, seeking reconciliation where necessary. 

When we walk by the Spirit, we won’t be 

argumentative, easily angered or vengeful. In the 

Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that peacemakers 

will be called the sons of God (Matthew 5:9). 

Wisdom from above is peace-loving. 

Second, true wisdom is considerate. 
 

B. True Wisdom Is Considerate 
 

Your translation may read gentle or forbearing. It 

can also mean patient. That’s another fruit of the 

Spirit. It’s a different Greek word than the one used 

in verse 13 where the emphasis is on humility. Here 

the emphasis is on yielding and describes a person 

who surrenders his rights for a higher ideal or goal. 
 

Are you beginning to see the correlation between 

wisdom from above and the need to yield to the 

control of the Holy Spirit? We will never have true 

wisdom if we aren’t connected to the Holy Spirit’s 

leading us.  
 

We are instructed in Titus 3:2 to be both peaceable 

and gentle or considerate toward all men. 
 

To the Philippians Paul says that gentleness should 

be evident to all (Philippians 4:5). 
 

John Phillips says the word “Paints the picture of a 

person who does not stand up for his rights but who 

is willing to make room for others. It marks the man 

who is not a stickler for the letter of the law.” 
 

Among the characteristics of a church leader, Paul 

says he must display gentleness (II Timothy 3:3).  
 

It is the picture of patience. Think of a shepherd 

leading sheep considering the frailty of the flock. 

They must be led never driven. True wisdom is 

patient and gentle with others. Gentleness does not 

imply compromise or weakness. It does not pick 

fights, but it doesn’t compromise convictions for the 

sake of peace. It is patient and forbearing. 
 

The third characteristic of true wisdom is being 

submissive or easy to be entreated. 
 

C. True Wisdom Is Submissive (easy to be 

entreated) 
 

Your translation may say reasonable. It’s the idea of 

yielding. It comes from two Greek words: one that 

means well and the other meaning persuadable, but 

not in a gullible or naïve kind of way. It refers to 

someone who is teachable, someone who puts aside 

stubbornness and yields to the truth. It can refer to 

someone who is flexible and willing to change after 

they hear all the facts of an issue. He is persuaded 

or convinced by new information that changes his 

mind. He yields to others rather than continuing to 

insist on his own opinion, no matter if it’s shown to 
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be in error. He yields or defers to others and doesn’t 

insist on his view or even insist on his rights.  
 

I must admit this was a tough one to think about 

because it hit me alongside the head like a 2x4. 

After more than a year I am tired of wearing a mask 

when I go into a store. Maybe you are, too. Stores 

have a “mask required” sign, but underneath is 

another sign that says those who have been fully 

vaccinated don’t need a mask. Now, I want to rip 

my mask off and defy the order because I’ve had 

COVID. I’ve got antibodies swimming around my 

body looking for those deviant cells. I should be 

able to walk around mask free. But this 

characteristic of true wisdom tells me that I must be 

willing to give up what might be a right of mine and 

surrender that right for the benefit of others. That 

sounds a lot like Philippians 2:3-4. 
 

Had Paul chosen to exercise his right as a Roman 

citizen who was not to be beaten or jailed without 

just cause, he would have not had the opportunity to 

lead a jailer and his family to salvation. 
 

Abraham is a good example of this characteristic. 

His herdsmen and the herdsmen of his nephew, Lot, 

argued over land and watering rights. Because the 

Lord had made the promise to Abraham, the land 

really belonged to Abraham, but he yielded his right 

to Lot. True wisdom is not easily entreated. 
 

Fourth, true wisdom is full of mercy. 
 

D. True Wisdom Is Full Of Mercy 
 

The word “full” means just that: having in it all 

there is space for; holding as much as possible. 
 

Mercy can mean pity and here it is the sense of  

feeling compassion and then showing kindness  

toward that person. 

Matthew 9:36 “When He (Jesus) saw the crowds, 

He had compassion o them, because they were 

harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd.” 
 

Mercy also means withholding punishment on 

someone who deserves it. Where worldly wisdom 

would pursue judgment and punishment, those with  

wisdom from above withholds it.  

Lamentations 3:22-23 
 

Think of the times David could have enacted 

revenge on Saul for seeking his life, but instead 

showed mercy and kindness by sparing his life. 
 

As believers, when we became a new creation at 

salvation, mercy was a characteristic given to us 

because God, who is merciful, lives in us. Being full 

of mercy is a characteristic of true wisdom that is to 

be evident in us. Can you think of a situation that is 

going on in your life right now that is calling for 

you to show mercy? If you have wisdom from 

above, it will be evident. 
 

Being full of good fruits is the fifth characteristic of 

true wisdom. 
 

E. True Wisdom Is Full Of Good Fruits 
 

We talked about this last week. It simply means to 

be full of every type of kind deeds.  
 

One example from Scripture comes to mind. King 

David made a commitment that if Johnathan should 

die, he would show kindness to any of his 

remaining family. After the kingdom was securely 

in David’s hands, he asked about any remaining 

family of Johnathan and found that his son 

Mephibosheth was still living. David brought him to 

Jerusalem to live in the king’s palace, he ate at the 

king’s table and all his land was returned to him. 

David heaped kindness upon kindness to 

Mephibosheth for the sake of his friend. 
 

We looked last week at Matthew 5:16 which says 

our good deeds point people to God for His glory. 

And then from Galatians 6:9-10 telling us to do 

good to all men, especially to believers. 

True wisdom is full of good works. 

Then, true wisdom is impartial. 
 

F. True Wisdom Is Impartial 
 

It means to be free of prejudice or bias, or to remain 

non-judgmental. It means to hold firm to the same 

standard all the time. Rather than seeing people and  

making certain assumptions about them, we see  
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them through the same standard, from God’s view.  
 

God told Samuel not to judge people based on what 

is seen on the outside. 
 

James already addressed the issue of bias in the 

assembly by showing favoritism to those who were 

well dressed while snubbing those who were poor 

and dressed shabbily. He’s going to address the 

issue again chapter 5.  
 

Those who exhibit true wisdom will be impartial. 

Finally, James says the person with true wisdom 

will be sincere or without hypocrisy.  
 

G. True Wisdom Is Impartial 
 

It means to be genuine, not two-faced. 
 

An old farmer once said “be who ya is, cuz if ya is 

who ya ain’t, then ya ain’t who ya is. 
 

The word comes from actors portraying more than 

one character in a play. Actors played different 

roles. They would hold up a mask to play one role 

and then switch masks to play another role. The 

masks helped the actor hide his real identity. 
 

James is telling us not to pretend, or to put it 

another way, not to wear masks, but instead to be 

genuine. He shouldn’t be one way with some people 

and someone else with others. Peter tried that and 

got called out by Paul. When he was around the 

Gentiles he acted like them, but when the Jews 

came around, he forgot about his Gentile friends. 
 

Throughout His ministry, Jesus condemned 

hypocrisy. True wisdom doesn’t pretend. The 

person is the same no matter who you are with. 
 

Well, that’s quite a list, but then again, true wisdom  

expects that we seek godly character because we 

will not have true wisdom without it. We must be 

peace-loving, considerate, full of mercy and good 

fruits, impartial and sincere if we would have 

wisdom that is from above. 
 

Let me address a final thought by giving you the 

means to true wisdom. I will give you only three. 
 

III. THE MEANS OF TRUE WISDOM 
 

A. True Wisdom Reverences God 
 

Proverbs 1:7 “The fear of the Lord is the 

beginning of wisdom, but fools despise wisdom.” 
 

If you want true wisdom, have a holy fear or awe of 

God. The person who doesn’t fear God won’t ask 

God for wisdom because he believes he can handle 

anything that comes along in his own wisdom.  

Proverbs 3:5-6 
 

We must have the same reverence for God as the 

four living creatures and 24 elders in Revelation 

4:8, 11 “Day and night they never stop saying: 

‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who 

was, and is, and is to come’…’You are worthy, 

our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor 

and power, for You created all things, and by 

Your will they were created and have their 

being.’” 
 

B. True Wisdom Reads God’s Word 
 

If you want to see the difference between worldly 

wisdom and godly wisdom read the first 9 chapters 

of Proverbs where both are contrasted. 

If you want practical godly wisdom compared to 

following worldly wisdom read Ephesians 4 and 

Colossians 3. There is a stark contrast between the 

characteristics of both evident in consequences. We 

already learned from James to be doers of God’s 

Word and not hearers only. Read it and obey it. 
 

C. True Wisdom Responds To God’s Spirit 
 

Galatians 5:16 says we are to walk by the Spirit. 

Verse 18 tells us to be led by the Spirit. Verses 22-

23 imply that we are to yield to the Spirit’s control. 

Follow Him and we are on the path to true wisdom, 

ignore Him and we will experience chaos and every 

evil work.  
 

The difference is very noticeable when we consider 

the characteristics of false wisdom with those who 

exhibit true wisdom. When you compare the two, 

which seems to be more evident in your life? How 

will you seek wisdom from above this week? 


