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THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JAMES – III:  A Word to the Wise 

JAMES 3:13-18 

 

The Book of James can be entitled, “An Exercise in PRACTICAL Christianity.” James, more 

than all the other books of the New Testament, deals with the practical issues of our daily 

lives.  Out of the fifty times the word wisdom is mentioned in the in the New Testament, it is 

found three times in this passage from James. The word, “wise,” is mentioned once. 

 

James 3:13-18 

[13] Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let him show his works in the 

meekness of wisdom.  [14] But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, 

do not boast and be false to the truth.  [15] This wisdom is not such as comes down from 

above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. [16] For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, 

there will be disorder and every vile practice.  [17] But the wisdom from above is first pure, 

then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, without uncertainty or 

insincerity.  [18] And the harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make 

peace. 

Source of all Wisdom, creator and sustainer, your thoughts are not our thoughts, nor are your 

ways our ways. Where we are closed, open us with your Word, that we might recognize the 

Christ and follow. Amen. 

                                                      

INTRODUCTION 

The wisdom literature of the Old Testament book of Proverbs tells us how wisdom is rooted in 

the very forces of creation.  James, in his practical Epistle instructs us to pursue wisdom in 

gentle works of mercy and reason, in acts of integrity, righteousness, and justice, without 

uncertainty or insincerity.  

                                                  KNOWLEDGE 

Few people would deny that there has been over the last few years a vast increase in 

human knowledge. Through social media we are informed of happenings around the world 
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in real time.  (don’t quite know what fake time is) Internet search engines enable us to swim 

in seas of information. 

But are we as a result wiser?  In the end we know that knowledge - the mere possession of 

information - is not wisdom. Former President Dwight Eisenhower voiced in good humor a 

very common suspicion of the role of intelligence in life when he declared: "An intellectual is 

a [man] (someone) who takes more words than necessary to tell more than [he](they) 

know(s)." [i]  While we live in the information age and we possess more knowledge than any 

other generation.  Wisdom is a rare commodity in our day and age.  

The British poet T. S. Elliot. In his collected poetry of 1935, Choruses from the "Rock" notes how 

wisdom has become a fleeting thing: 

 

All our knowledge brings us nearer to our ignorance, 

All our ignorance brings us nearer to death; 

But nearness to death no nearer to God. 

Where is the Life we have lost in living? 

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 

Where is the knowledge we have lost in information? 

The cycles of Heaven in twenty centuries 

Bring us farther from God and nearer to Dust 

 

When Wisdom is missing, life is squeezed out of our living. 

 

                                         THE POSE OF THE SOUL 

The deepest and most abiding wisdom is found, not in mental acquisitions, but in a certain 

spiritual relationship.  It has been said, "The wise person is known by the pose of their soul."  

This is the point our scriptures make.  

Wisdom does not lay in the teachings of scholars, in any form of learning or any infusion of 

intelligence but in the inclination of the heart, the pose of the soul, the drumbeat after the 

sound of which our lives are marched, to those matters at the center of life which bring 

balance and impetus to our days. 

One of the most successful college basketball coaches ever (as such things are measured 

by statistics,)  was a man named John Wooden.  He won ten NCAA championships at UCLA.  

He boasted a 88 consecutive basketball game winning streak.  He has one of the best win-

loss ratios ever.  He passed to the larger life in 2010.  He lived to the ripe age of 99. But it 

wasn’t the number of his years that were so impressive compared to the substance of his 

years. He took care to get to know his players, to discipline them and train them in things far 

beyond jump shots and rebounds. At 90 he still knew the whereabouts of 172 out 180 of his 

players.   But what people who knew Wooden mostly remember about him are not the 

numbers but his Woodenisms – words of wisdom for the wizard of Westwood. 

Wooden drilled into his players things like this: 

"Discipline yourself, and others won't need to.” 

“Never lie, never cheat, never steal.” 

“Earn the right to be proud and confident. Never score without acknowledging a 



teammate.” 

“One word of profanity and you're done for the day. Treat your opponent with respect." 

There’s a story told about how one day the All-American center Bill Walton showed up for 

the first practice of the new season sporting a full-length beard. Coach Wooden didn't like 

beards and so gave Walton a stern look. "But it's my right," Walton said. Wooden asked his 

towering center if he believed that strongly. "Yes I do," Walton said. "That's good," Coach 

replied. "I admire people who have strong beliefs. I admire people who stick with their strong 

beliefs. I really do. And we're going to miss you, Bill, we really will." Walton shaved the beard 

then and there.  What is more remarkable is the way he called Coach Wooden once a 

week for the rest of his life to tell him how much he loved and appreciated him.  Wisdom is 

revealed in expressions of appreciation. 

Here is some of the wisdom of John Wooden 

·       “It’s what you learn after you know-it-all that counts” 

·       “Talent is God given.  Be humble.  Fame is Man-given.  Be grateful.  Conceit is self-given. 

Be Careful.” 

·       If you don’t have time to do it right, when will you have the time to do it over? 

·       “Be more concerned with your character than your reputation, because your character 

is what you really are while your reputation is merely what others think you are.” 

·       “Success is never final, failure is never fatal.  It’s courage that counts.” 

·       “If you’re not making mistakes, then you are not doing anything.  I’m positive that a 

doer makes mistakes.” 

·       “the main ingredient of stardom is the rest of the team.” 

·       “You can’t live a perfect day without doing something for someone who will never be 

able to repay you.” 

·       “Never mistake activity for achievement.” 

 

  

                                    CONCLUSION 

It is useful to recall that the one who walked most closely in Wisdom’s way was someone who 

barely had a penny to his name.  He was scorned and ridiculed. He was never listed in Who’s 

Who.  He was excluded from the halls of power, and at the end of his life was hung on a 

cross between two thieves on a trash heap outside of the city, and buried in a cemetery lot 

that belonged to someone else. At the heart of our faith as believers and followers of Jesus 

Christ, is a commitment to live our lives on the basis of his teachings and the truth that we 

believe He represents. Jesus Christ is God’s word made flesh – a word to the wise.  Received 

that word.  Multiply that word.  Propagate that word.  Probe deeply into its dimensions. Live 

out its implications.  Find empowerment from it. With it, through all things, you will find the 

ability, to prevail. Hold fast to the knowledge of God’s compassionate grace and strength, 

realizing that this form of intelligence will, in fact, be on the final exam. 

Wisdom – the pose of the soul – is the highest form of appreciative expression.  It reflects a 

stewardship of self. 

I want to leave you with a strong prayer that expresses a word to the wise.  It is a prayer that 

is attributed to Saint Benedict.  Keep your eyes open, and look out these beautiful windows 

as I read the prayer of Saint Benedict: 

 



"Gracious and most Holy God, give us wisdom to perceive you, diligence to seek you, 

patience to wait for you...a life to proclaim you.  Through the power of the Spirit of Jesus 

Christ our Lord.  Amen." 

 

  

 

 

 

[i] (Laurence J. Peter, Peter's Quotations, p. 268) 


