
JAMES: FAITH THAT WORKS 

Week 7 of 10 — Leader Guide 

Wisdom from Above | James 3:13–18 

 

AT A GLANCE 

Passage: James 3:13–18 Duration: 60–75 minutes 

Big Idea: There are two kinds of wisdom at work in every life and community — one earthly, unspiritual, 
and demonic, producing jealousy and disorder; the other heavenly, marked by purity, peace, gentleness, 
mercy, impartiality, and sincerity. True wisdom is measured by the fruit it produces, and it's a gift we 
receive by asking, not an achievement. 

Memory Verse: "But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of 
mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere." — James 3:17 

 

TEACHING FLOW (60–75 min) 

Section Focus 

Icebreaker Wise-sounding advice that turned out terrible. 

Setting the Scene From the tongue (ch.3) to the wisdom that drives it; biblical vs. Greek ideas of 
wisdom. 

Section 1 (v.13–16) Earthly wisdom exposed: bitter jealousy, selfish ambition, disorder, demonic 
origin. 

Section 2 (v.17) Heavenly wisdom's seven qualities, examined one at a time with word 
studies. 

Synthesis How the seven qualities integrate into one Spirit-formed character. 

Section 3 (v.18) The harvest of righteousness sown in peace — patience over quick wins. 

Life Application A weekly challenge and closing prayer. 

 

Icebreaker (5–7 minutes) 

“What's the wisest-sounding piece of advice you've ever heard that turned out to be terrible?” 

Common “wise-sounding” advice that backfires 



• “Never go to bed angry” — sounds noble, but sometimes the wisest thing is to sleep on it and have 
the conversation when you're not exhausted and emotional 

• “Follow your heart” — feels profound until you remember Jeremiah 17:9 has something to say about 
that 

• “You can do anything you set your mind to” — encouraging in theory, but it has launched a lot of 
people into careers they had no business being in 

• “Never let them see you sweat” — project confidence and hide vulnerability; the opposite of what 
James describes as sincere and open to reason 

• “Always trust your gut” — popular in business culture, but a gut shaped by selfish ambition leads 
somewhere very different than one shaped by the Spirit 

• “Look out for number one” — possibly the purest distillation of earthly wisdom James has ever seen, 
summarized in five words 

• “Fake it till you make it” — anupokritos would like a word 

 

Setting the Scene (5 minutes) 

In Week 6 we saw how dangerous the tongue can be — a small member capable of great destruction. James 
now pivots from the instrument (the tongue) to the engine behind it: the heart and the wisdom — or lack of it 
— that drives our words and actions. 

James 3:13–18 presents one of the clearest contrasts in the entire New Testament: two radically different 
kinds of wisdom. The first is earthly, unspiritual, and demonic in origin. The second is heavenly, divine, and 
marked by the character of God Himself. James's point is that the kind of wisdom operating in a person's life 
will be unmistakably revealed by the way they live, speak, and relate to others. 

This passage is especially important for Christian community life. The issues James names — jealousy, 
selfish ambition, boasting, disorder — are not problems unique to pagan culture. They show up in churches, 
small groups, and families. James is calling his readers to examine the wisdom that actually governs their 
lives, not just the wisdom they claim to have. 

Key Background: What Is “Wisdom” in the Bible? 

In the Old Testament, wisdom (Hebrew: chokmah) is not primarily intellectual — it is practical and 
relational. Proverbs 9:10 declares, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” In the Greek world 
James's readers inhabited, wisdom (sophia) was highly prized as rhetorical cleverness and philosophical 
sophistication — things that often produced pride and competition. James is directly countering the 
Greek idea and recalling his readers to the Hebrew understanding: true wisdom shows itself in a humble, 
righteous, peaceable life. 

 

Section 1 — Earthly Wisdom Exposed (James 3:13–16) 

   Discussion — Discussion 

Q1 
James opens with “Who is wise and understanding among you?” What do you think he's 
implying by asking this? Who in the early church might have been claiming wisdom? 



LEADER NOTE: James is almost certainly challenging the teachers he warned about in 3:1–12, as well as 
anyone in the congregation who considered themselves spiritually mature or gifted. In a culture that 
prized rhetorical skill and philosophical cleverness, people competed for the title of “wisdom teacher.” 
James deflects the question from self-assessment to observable fruit. Don't rush past this — let the group 
sit with the implied critique: claiming wisdom and possessing wisdom are very different things. 

• What does it look like today when someone claims spiritual wisdom or maturity? How do we sometimes 
detect whether that claim is genuine? 

• Why does James immediately connect wisdom to “good conduct” and “meekness” rather than to 
knowledge or teaching ability? 

Q2 
James identifies “bitter jealousy and selfish ambition” as the hallmarks of earthly wisdom 
(v.14). Why do you think jealousy and ambition are so dangerous in a church or close 
community? 

LEADER NOTE: These two traits are corrosive because they masquerade as virtue — jealousy can look 
like righteous indignation, and ambition can look like passion or vision. James calls it “bitter” jealousy — a 
word that implies a sourness that infects everything around it. The word for “selfish ambition” (eritheia) 
was used in Aristotle to describe politicians who sought office purely for personal gain. Paul uses the 
same pair in Philippians 2:3 and Galatians 5:20 as fruits of the sinful nature. 

• Have you ever seen jealousy or selfish ambition damage a community, church, or family? (You don't 
need to share names — just the dynamic.) What was the result? 

• James says “do not boast and be false to the truth” (v.14). What's the connection between boasting and 
lying? How does pride distort our perception of reality? 

Q3 
James makes a shocking statement in verse 15: this earthly wisdom is “earthly, unspiritual, 
demonic.” That's a strong escalation. What do you think he means by each of those three 
words? 

LEADER NOTE: This three-part description is a deliberate descent: (1) “Earthly” (epigeios) — it belongs to 
this age, not the coming Kingdom. (2) “Unspiritual” (psuchikos) — driven by mere human appetite and 
instinct, not by the Holy Spirit; Paul uses this word in 1 Corinthians 2:14 for the “natural person” who can't 
receive the things of the Spirit. (3) “Demonic” (daimoniodes) — its ultimate origin is in the adversary. This 
doesn't mean every jealous person is demon-possessed, but that the wisdom of selfishness and pride 
traces back to the original rebellion; Satan himself fell through pride and jealousy of God. 

• Does it change anything for you to hear that jealousy and selfish ambition are described as “demonic” in 
origin? Why or why not? 

• In your experience, what does it look like when this kind of “wisdom” takes root in a church or 
organization? What are the symptoms? 

Q4 
Verse 16 says: “For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every 
vile practice.” What's the connection James is drawing between inner attitudes and outward 
chaos? 

LEADER NOTE: James is making a cause-and-effect argument. The word “disorder” (akatastasia) is the 
same word used in 1:8 to describe the “double-minded” man who is “unstable in all his ways.” Earthly 
wisdom doesn't just corrupt the individual — it destabilizes communities. Every vile practice follows 
because when self is king, there are no limits on what behaviors can be justified. This is a good moment to 



help the group connect inner life to community health — communities are only as healthy as the hearts of 
the people in them. 

• Can you think of examples — from history, current events, or personal experience — where unchecked 
ambition or jealousy led to organizational or community collapse? 

• What does this suggest about the role of personal character in church health or family health? 

 

Section 2 — Heavenly Wisdom: Seven Qualities (James 3:17) 

“But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good 
fruits, impartial and sincere.” 

1. Pure hagne / HAG-
nay 

Unmixed 
devotion 

Holy, unmixed, free from defilement — single-
hearted toward God, with no divided loyalties or 
hidden agendas. 

2. Peaceable eirenīnikē / ay-
ray-nee-KAY 

Producing 
shalom 

Actively invested in creating conditions where 
people and communities flourish — but only 
after purity; peace pursued at truth's expense is 
appeasement, not shalom. 

3. Gentle epieikēs / ep-
ee-ay-KAYS 

Graciously 
yielding 

A legal/ethical term for a judge who knows when 
strict application of the law would produce 
injustice, and yields. Paul uses it of Christ's own 
character (2 Cor 10:1). 

4. Open to 
Reason 

eupeithēs / yoo-
pay-THAYS 

Persuadable “Good at being persuaded” — genuinely open to 
having one's mind changed by sound reasoning, 
evidence, and godly counsel. Appears only here 
in the NT. 

5. Full of 
Mercy & 
Good Fruits 

mestē eleōs / 
mes-TAY el-EH-
ous 

Overflowing 
compassion 

Eleōs is the Greek equivalent of Hebrew hesed — 
God's steadfast, active, covenant-loyal love. 
“Mestē” means filled to capacity, brimming over, 
not a trickle when convenient. 

6. Impartial adiakritōs / ah-
dee-ah-KREE-
toce 

Without 
favoritism 

Without distinctions and without wavering — the 
same grace, truth, and standard of care for 
everyone, always. The direct antidote to the 
favoritism James condemned in chapter 2. 

7. Sincere anupokritos / 
ah-noo-POK-
ree-tos 

Without 
hypocrisy 

Not acting a part — genuine, unfeigned. Paul 
uses the same word for genuine love (Romans 
12:9) and as a credential of authentic ministry (2 
Cor 6:6). 

 



1. Pure (hagne) 

James places “pure” first and alone — before all the other qualities — because purity is the root from which 
everything else must grow. To be hagne is to be unmixed: no divided loyalties, no hidden agendas, no self-
serving motives masquerading as spiritual concern. A person can appear peaceable while manipulating a 
situation for personal gain, or appear merciful while seeking social credit for generosity. Purity is the internal 
quality that determines whether all the outward qualities are genuine or merely performed. 

Illustration: think of a glass of water — a glass that is “most clean” is still contaminated. There's no “almost 
pure” in chemistry; purity is an absolute state. Heavenly wisdom is not mostly devoted to God while also 
serving self-interest on the side. This echoes the Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). 

Contrast — earthly wisdom: comfortable with mixed motives, justifying self-interest as necessary for 
effectiveness or survival. It tells us we can serve God and also protect our reputation, advance our agenda, 
and preserve our comfort simultaneously — the double-mindedness James attacks in 1:8. 

Q5 
Think of a decision you've made recently that you framed as godly. If you examined your 
motives honestly, were they purely about honoring God — or were other things mixed in: 
reputation, comfort, control? What would it look like to bring true hagne to that decision? 

 

2. Peaceable (eirenīnikē) 

Eirenīnikē is the adjectival form of eirēnē, the closest Greek equivalent to Hebrew shalom — comprehensive 
flourishing, wholeness, right relationships, and the presence of God's favor. To be peaceable in the Jamesian 
sense is not passive or conflict-avoidant; it is actively invested in creating conditions for flourishing. Note 
carefully: heavenly wisdom is first pure, THEN peaceable — this order matters. True peacemaking flows from 
pure motives, not from a desire to avoid confrontation or keep one's own discomfort at bay. Peace pursued at 
the expense of truth is appeasement, not shalom. 

Illustration: a skilled surgeon causes pain to bring healing. A genuinely peaceable person is not one who 
never says hard things, but one who says them in the right spirit, at the right time, with the right aim — the 
flourishing of the other person and the health of the community. This is why Jesus called peacemakers “sons 
of God” (Matthew 5:9). 

Contrast — earthly wisdom either avoids peace (using conflict as a tool for power) or counterfeits peace 
(silencing disagreement to maintain the appearance of unity). A community that mistakes suppressed 
conflict for genuine shalom is sitting on a fault line. 

Q6 
Is there a relationship or situation in your life right now where the “peaceable” response would 
require courage rather than silence? What would it look like to pursue genuine shalom — not 
just the absence of conflict — in that situation? 

 

3. Gentle (epieikēs) 

Epieikēs was a legal and ethical term in the Greek world describing a judge or ruler who knew when strict 
application of the law would produce injustice — and had the wisdom and grace to yield. Aristotle called it “a 
correction of legal justice.” In the New Testament, the word describes Jesus's own character — Paul appeals 
to “the meekness and gentleness (epieikeia) of Christ” (2 Cor 10:1), and instructs the whole church, “Let your 
reasonableness (epieikes) be known to everyone” (Phil 4:5). It is the quality of a person who knows their 
rights but chooses not to insist on them when love requires otherwise — grace over rigidity. 



Illustration: a grandfather watches his grandson knock over a glass of milk. He could lecture and enforce 
every household rule to the letter. Instead he quietly gets a cloth, helps clean it up, and says, “These things 
happen.” That is epieikēs — not weakness, but wise, gracious restraint. 

Contrast — earthly wisdom is often rigid and self-righteous, insisting on its rights and interpretations, using 
rules as weapons rather than guides — mistaking rigidity for principle. 

Q7 
Is there a situation where you have been insisting on your rights, your interpretation, or your 
position — when the epieikēs response would be to yield graciously? What is the cost of that 
rigidity, and what might grace look like instead? 

 

4. Open to Reason (eupeithēs) 

Eupeithēs appears only here in the entire New Testament — a compound of eu (“good”) and peithēs (from 
peithō, “to persuade”). Literally “good at being persuaded” — not gullible or spineless, but genuinely open to 
having one's mind changed by sound reasoning, good evidence, and godly counsel. This is countercultural in 
every age, but especially ours, which celebrates those who are “unmovable” and “never back down.” James 
says this posture — however it may look like strength — is a mark of earthly, not heavenly, wisdom. The 
person with wisdom from above is secure enough in their relationship with God that they don't need to be 
right in every dispute. 

Illustration: two travelers hear the road ahead is flooded. One, convinced of his original plan, drives into the 
flood. The other listens, evaluates, and takes an alternate route. We call the second traveler “wise” — not 
indecisive, but appropriately responsive to reality. 

Contrast — earthly wisdom protects its positions fiercely because its identity is bound up in being right; 
changing one's mind is experienced as defeat. The earthly-wise person is often the most difficult to counsel 
or correct — not because they're evil, but because they've confused certainty with wisdom. 

Q8 
Think of the last time someone corrected you or challenged your position on something. What 
was your instinctive reaction? What made it easy or hard to be eupeithēs? What would change 
in your relationships if this quality characterized you more consistently? 

 

5. Full of Mercy and Good Fruits (mestē eleōs kai karpōn agathōn) 

This is the longest quality in the list, and not by accident. James links mercy (eleōs) directly to “good fruits,” 
making clear that genuine compassion is never merely an internal feeling — it produces visible, tangible acts 
of goodness. Eleōs is the Greek equivalent of Hebrew hesed — God's steadfast, covenant-loyal love, active 
and relentless, not passive or sentimental. “Mestē” means filled to capacity, brimming over — not a trickle of 
compassion when convenient, but a life so saturated with mercy it spills into every relationship. “Good 
fruits” echoes the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7:17–20): a bad tree cannot produce good fruit. 

Illustration: Mother Teresa said, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great 
love.” The fruit of heavenly wisdom is rarely spectacular — a meal brought to a grieving family, a debt 
forgiven, a listening ear, a hand offered to someone struggling. Mercy doesn't wait for the grand gesture. 

Contrast — earthly wisdom calculates: “What do I get out of this?” It reserves mercy for those who deserve it 
or can reciprocate. James's wisdom from above is indiscriminate in its mercy — reflecting a God who “makes 
his sun rise on the evil and on the good” (Matthew 5:45). 



Q9 
James says wisdom is “full” of mercy — not occasionally merciful. Who in your life right now is 
in need of mercy from you? What would it look like to move from feeling compassion to 
producing the fruit of compassion this week? 

 

6. Impartial (adiakritōs) 

Adiakritōs, another word unique to James in the New Testament, combines a (“without”) + diakrinō (“to 
distinguish, separate, or judge between”) — carrying two related meanings: without partiality (not judging by 
status, appearance, or advantage), and without wavering (not double-minded or inconsistent). Both connect 
powerfully to earlier themes in James. In chapter 2, James spent thirteen verses condemning favoritism 
toward rich visitors; now he names impartiality as a hallmark of heavenly wisdom. The second nuance 
echoes James 1:6–8 — the double-minded man is like a wave of the sea. 

Illustration: a fair referee calls the same game regardless of which team is winning or which player is more 
popular with the crowd — the same standard for everyone, throughout the entire game. 

Contrast — earthly wisdom plays favorites, gravitating toward the powerful, useful, or agreeable, and 
showing its true self only to those who can't push back — precisely the sin James confronted in chapter 2. 

Q10 

James 2 addressed favoritism toward the wealthy. Where in your own life are you most tempted 
to extend more grace, patience, or respect to some people than others — based on status, 
usefulness, or whether they can benefit you? What would adiakritōs look like in that specific 
context? 

 

7. Sincere (anupokritos) 

Anupokritos (“without hypocrisy”) is the final quality, and it functions as the seal on all the others — the 
guarantee that what precedes is authentic rather than performed. A person can be “pure” in appearance 
while harboring mixed motives, “peacemake” as a social strategy, or be “gentle” with those watching and 
harsh with those who aren't. Anupokritos says heavenly wisdom wears no mask — the same in private as in 
public. Paul uses this same word in Romans 12:9 (“Let love be genuine”) and 2 Corinthians 6:6, listing it 
among the credentials of authentic apostolic ministry. 

Illustration: C. S. Lewis observed that integrity is who you are when no one is watching. Anupokritos is that 
principle applied to wisdom — the wise person is not performing wisdom for an audience, they are being wise 
because that's who they actually are. There's no gap between the version of themselves they show the 
church and the version they show their family at home. 

Contrast — earthly wisdom is inherently performative, curating impressions and managing perceptions to 
gain advantage in any given social situation. This is not necessarily conscious deception — it's the natural 
behavior of a self that still needs to be seen the right way by the right people. 

Q11 
Where in your life is there the greatest gap between who you are publicly and who you are 
privately? James says heavenly wisdom is anupokritos — the same all the way through. What 
would it take to close that gap? What would you need to surrender, and what would you gain? 

 

Synthesis: How the Seven Work Together 



These seven qualities are not independent items on a checklist — they form an integrated portrait of a Spirit-
formed character. Notice how they flow: purity (hagne) is the root — everything begins with unmixed devotion 
to God. Peaceableness and gentleness are the outward orientation — how heavenly wisdom relates to others 
with grace and care. Openness to reason is the inner posture — humble enough to be taught, secure enough 
to be corrected. Mercy and good fruits are the active expression — wisdom in motion, producing visible 
goodness. Impartiality is the consistency — the same wisdom for everyone. Sincerity is the guarantee — all of 
the above is real, not performed. 

The Big Picture 

James is not describing a self-improvement program. He is describing the fruit of a life surrendered to the 
Spirit of God. These qualities cannot be manufactured by willpower — they are grown. They emerge from 
a life rooted in God's Word, shaped by prayer, formed by community, and pruned by trials (James 1:2–4). 
The promise of James 1:5 underlies all of chapter 3: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who 
gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him.” Heavenly wisdom is not an 
achievement. It is a gift. Ask for it. 

 

Section 3 — The Harvest of Peace (James 3:18) 

“And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.” 

   Discussion — Discussion 

Q12 
Verse 18 says: “A harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.” What 
do the agricultural images of “sowing” and “harvest” tell us about how heavenly wisdom 
works? 

LEADER NOTE: The farming metaphor implies that wisdom is not a quick fix or instant result. Seeds are 
planted long before harvest arrives. This reframes the entire passage: the question isn't just “which 
wisdom seems more effective right now?” but “which wisdom produces a lasting harvest?” Earthly 
wisdom may win arguments or gain position quickly, but it produces disorder. Heavenly wisdom works 
quietly and patiently, and its fruit — righteousness — comes in time. Note the connection to James 5:7, 
where the farmer waits patiently for the harvest. 

• What does it look like practically to “sow in peace”? Can you think of a specific situation in your life right 
now where that principle could be applied? 

• Why is patience such an essential ingredient in heavenly wisdom? What makes us want to shortcut the 
process? 

Q13 
Looking at the two kinds of wisdom side by side, which one do you think your church, small 
group, or household tends to operate by more naturally? What evidence would you give? 

LEADER NOTE: This is the most personally challenging question. Give space for honest, vulnerable 
answers. You may want to share a personal observation about yourself first to model vulnerability. The 
goal is not to shame but to invite self-examination. Remind the group that this is not about “bad people 
vs. good people” — both kinds of wisdom are available to all of us, and we slip between them. The 
question is which one we are cultivating, and which fruit is becoming increasingly characteristic of our 
lives. 



• What would it look like for your group specifically to become more marked by the seven qualities of 
heavenly wisdom over the next few months? 

• Who in your life models heavenly wisdom well? What is it about them that you recognize as “wisdom 
from above”? 

 

Life Application (5 minutes) 

Earthly wisdom and heavenly wisdom both produce fruit, but very different kinds. James's challenge is not 
primarily doctrinal — it's diagnostic. He wants us to look at our relationships, our community life, and our 
inner motivations, and ask honestly: “What kind of wisdom is actually at work here?” 

The encouraging word is this: wisdom from above is a gift we can ask for. James told us at the very start of this 
letter (1:5): “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it 
will be given him.” We are not left to manufacture this wisdom ourselves. The same God who is the source of 
pure, peaceable, gentle wisdom is eager to give it to those who ask in faith. 

 

Weekly Challenge — Choose One to Practice 

• Motives check: before you give advice, make a decision, or enter a difficult conversation this week, 
pause and ask: “Am I operating out of pure motives, or is jealousy or self-interest coloring my thinking?” 
Journal what you discover. 

• Practice being “open to reason”: in one conversation this week where you feel strongly about your 
position, practice genuinely hearing the other person before responding. See what happens. 

• Sow peace: identify one relationship in your life with tension or distance, and do one small act this week 
to “sow in peace” — a kind word, a check-in, an apology, or an act of service. 

• Pray for wisdom: each morning this week, begin with James 1:5 — asking God specifically for wisdom 
from above for the situations you will face that day. 

 

Earthly Wisdom Heavenly Wisdom 

• Bitter jealousy & selfish ambition 

• Boastful & dishonest 

• Earthly, unspiritual, demonic in origin 

• Produces disorder & every vile practice 

• Pure, then peaceable 

• Gentle & open to reason 

• Full of mercy, good fruits, impartial, sincere 

• Produces a harvest of righteousness 

 

The Big Idea 

True wisdom is not measured by how much you know or how persuasively you can argue — it is 
measured by the fruit your life produces. Heavenly wisdom is first pure, then peaceable: it begins with 
undivided devotion to God and flows outward in gentleness, mercy, and peacemaking. We receive it not 
by achievement but by asking — and we display it not by claiming it but by living it. 

 



Closing Prayer 

Close in prayer, thanking God for the gift of His wisdom and asking Him to help each member of the group put 
away bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. Ask specifically for each person to receive the wisdom from above 
— pure, peaceable, gentle, and merciful — in the week ahead. You may invite the group to pray James 1:5 
together as a closing declaration of dependence on God. 

 

Coming Up: Week 8 — James 4:1–17, Pride vs. Submission to God 

We'll see where conflict actually comes from (inside us, not outside), why friendship with the world is 
spiritual adultery, and what God-honoring humility looks like in daily life. 

 

Key Cross-References for James 3:13–18 

James 1:5 Asking God for wisdom — the promise underlying this whole passage. 

Proverbs 3:13–18 The blessings of wisdom, with tree-of-life imagery. 

1 Corinthians 2:6–16 Paul on earthly vs. spiritual wisdom. 

Philippians 2:1–11 Selfish ambition vs. the mind of Christ. 

Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers” — echoes James 3:18. 

 


