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Navigating God’s Way 
Not So Common Sense 

 
We hear it all the time, don’t we? “The key to dealing with 
the problem of… (you fill in the blank) drug abuse, racism, 
sexism, unplanned pregnancies, whatever, is education. 
 
The clarion call of the past 40 years has been to educate 
people so that they won’t harm themselves and others.  
 
Today, although our edge in the more technical areas is 
being lost, our country is still one of the best educated 
nations on earth. 
 
From 2 year olds learning the alphabet on “Sesame Street”, 
to senior citizens taking continuing education courses at the 
local community college, we are an educationally oriented 
nation. 
 
The key to success, in morality as well as economics, is 
consistently held up before us as education. Education is 
vitally important. We’d all agree with that. 
 
And yet with all of our education and learning our country is 
still in a moral quagmire. In fact, all of the problem areas 
that we’ve targeted as possibly being solved through 
education have been and still are on the upswing.   

 
There’s an obvious reason for all this, of course, and it is 
simply that education can produce knowledge, but it can’t 
necessarily produce wisdom. Education can fill people’s 
minds with facts, but greed, lust, envy can make us totally 
ignore the facts. 
 
Our generation basically hears what it wants to hear, 
believes what it wants to believe and does what it wants to 
do. 
 
Education cannot, in and of itself, bring happiness, solve 
problems, and change lives. 
 
Our passage for today in the book of James begins a section 
that really gets down to expose the heart of the human 
problem. 
 
Open your Bible to James chapter 3 page 701 
 
According to the Bible there are actually two types of 
wisdom; two systems of thinking and applying knowledge. 
Education gives us facts, but those facts have to be applied 
to the situations of life. 
 
Now listen very carefully. This is crucial to our 
understanding of God’s way of living life.  
 



James, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, continues a 
theme that he’s articulated throughout this whole book. It is 
a theme of all of scripture. 
 
When it comes down to the final analysis there are only two 
ways of looking at life. There’s not thousands of ways or 
even hundreds of ways. There are only two. 
 
One is divine and the other is demonic. One is from above 
and the other is from beneath. 
 
Different cultures may have some different nuances of 
perspective but in the end all wisdom falls into one of these 
two categories. 
 
Now, I know that that doesn’t mesh well with current 
thinking. It is a little too inflexible for most people. It’s too 
back and white. But the Bible is clear in its teaching.  
 
There are two ways – the way of life and the way of death. 
There are two kingdoms – the kingdom of darkness and the 
kingdom of God’s dear son. And there are two types of 
wisdom - the earthly and the heavenly. 
 
What’s the difference between the two? How do you 
identify divine wisdom and distinguish it from earthly 
wisdom? 
 
I. Divine Wisdom Is Identified By Meekness 
 

Read verse 13 
 
James begins with a rhetorical question. If you were with us 
in the beginning of this series, you’ll remember that we said 
that his letter is like a bunch of different sections out of 
James’ sermons put together to deal with problems. 
 
You can almost picture James standing up before a 
congregation, pointing his finger out into the audience and 
asking “Who is wise and understanding among you?” 
 
His question is designed to make us stop and think. I’m sure 
that he had heard his brother, the Lord Jesus, use that type of 
method many times. Jesus was skilled in the use of 
questions. 
 
So, here’s James asking us, “Whose really the smart ones 
there in your group?” “Who is wise?” 
 
To the Greek, a wise man was one who had achieved a high 
degree of abstract knowledge; but to the Jew (and remember 
James was writing here to Christians who were all of Jewish 
extraction), Wisdom was more than academic knowledge in 
solving theoretical problems. The wise man was a man who 
had practical moral insight based on a knowledge of God. A 
wise person, from the Jewish perspective, was one who 
could give godly advice on practical issues of daily living. 
 



Solomon said, Wisdom is better than rubies, And all the 
things one may desire cannot be compared with her. 
(Proverbs 8:11) 
 
Generally “knowledge” refers to the possession of facts. 
“Wisdom” is the ability to put those facts to use. That’s why 
an education alone doesn’t guarantee wisdom.  
 
Now, understand here, James isn’t downplaying learning. 
Information isn’t bad. Knowledge isn’t bad, it’s good as 
long as its coupled with real wisdom. 
 
A wise person is the person who is able to make the right 
choices. It’s a person with a proper sense of values and who 
knows what things in life really matter. 
 
Wisdom doesn’t automatically grow out of knowledge. In 
fact, when it comes down to it there is probably no area of 
learning, outside of possibly mathematics, that’s not colored 
by the philosophical viewpoints of the teachers and the 
students. 
 
How people interpret facts of science, history, psychology – 
all is run through the grid of their own wisdom. 
 
Two people look at the same set of facts:  
One is pro abortion – one is pro life 
One is an evolutionist – one is a creationist 
One is an atheist – the other sees God at work in History 
One lives for self – the other lives for others 

One has earthly wisdom – one has true wisdom. 
 
How is true wisdom identified?  Look at what it produces; 
“Works done in the meekness of wisdom.” 
 
Meekness is not weakness. Its power under control. 
 
The Greek word for “meek” was used of a horse that was 
broken. He didn’t have any less power or strength than when 
he was wild. His strength had just been brought under 
control. 
 
The phrase “meekness of wisdom” is an interesting one. 
Meekness is the right use of power and wisdom is the right 
use of knowledge. 
 
The meekness of wisdom is the opposite of arrogant self-
assertiveness This wisdom is life changing. This wisdom is 
seen in good works. 
 
This is the wisdom that solves those problems that mere 
education can’t even touch. 
 
This is the wisdom that revolutionizes people and whole 
societies. It directs people to good and not evil, to others and 
not self. 
 
But where does this wisdom come from? Look at the 
beginning of verse 17 where James starts to describe this 
wisdom. 



 
But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, peaceable, 
gentle and so on. 
 
This wisdom comes from God. 
 
Before we can begin to acquire the wisdom that can properly 
shape our own lives and help others we have to begin a right 
relationship with God. 
 
Back in Chapter 1and verse 17 James said, Every good gift 
and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from 
the Father… 
 
All through the New Testament we’re pointed to what’s 
above: 
 
Philippians 3:20 – Our citizenship is in heaven 
Matthew 6:9 – Our Father is in heaven 
Matthew 6:29 – Our treasure is in heaven 
John 14:1 – Our home is in heaven 
Colossians 3:1 – Our attention is in heaven 
 
And it all begins, John chapter 3, when we’re born from 
above. 
 
Jesus said,  Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born 
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” (John 3:3) 
 

The word “again” anothen actually means “from above.” It’s 
from the adverb ano which means “up, above” 
 
To be forgiven of our sins takes a new birth and that birth 
can only come from above. 
 
It doesn’t come from a church. It doesn’t come from our 
own life. There’s no amount of reformation or religion that 
can make it happen. It’s from above. 
 
Jesus Christ bought and paid the awful price for our 
forgiveness. He endured the cross, despising the shame, 
because it was the only way that we could be saved. 
 
There is only one way of forgiveness. God says, Look to Me, 
and be saved, all you ends of the earth! For I am God, and 
there is no other. (Isaiah 45:22) 
 
God gives salvation from above for all who will receive it. 
 
The person who trusts Jesus Christ as his savior is born from 
above. 
 
So then what’s to be our wisdom? Do we look to the 
philosophers of this world? No.  
 
To begin with the Bible says, But of Him you are in Christ 
Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God (I Corinthians 
1:30)  
 



Speaking of Jesus, Colossians 2:3 says in whom are hidden 
all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. There is no 
wisdom without first starting with Jesus Christ. 
 
Secondly, the Bible is our wisdom. In the book of 
Deuteronomy Moses said to the people Surely I have taught 
you statutes and judgments, just as the LORD my God 
commanded me, that you should act according to them in the 
land which you go to possess. Therefore be careful to 
observe them; for this is your wisdom and your 
understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all 
these statutes, and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise 
and understanding people. (Deuteronomy 6:5,6) 
 
Third, James 1:5 says that we’ll find wisdom through 
believing prayer. If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of 
God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it 
will be given to him. 
 
 Ephesians 1:17 explains that the Holy Spirit of God is the 
spirit of wisdom and revelation. 
 
See, the origin of all true wisdom is God. To get your 
wisdom from any other source is to ask for trouble. Man has 
all kinds of ideas of right and wrong and how life should be 
lived. There’s no shortage of opinions floating around. Look 
on Amazon under self-help books. There’s 115,882 titles! 
But man’s ideas are worthless if they don’t reflect the truth 
of God.  
 

In fact, not only are they worthless they’re downright 
deadly. 
 
Turn to Romans 1  page 648 
 
Read 18-22 
 
It doesn’t matter how educated or learned a person is, if he 
doesn’t have a capacity for heavenly wisdom, he’s a fool in 
the things that matter most. 
 
That’s why 2 weeks ago when we looked at sanctity of 
human life issues we saw ethicists in major universities 
suggesting we should substitute brain damaged humans for 
laboratory animals in medical experiments because the 
animals life has more value! 
 
Wisdom without God isn’t wisdom at all. It’s foolishness. 
 
Back to James 3 
 
Remember there’s only two types of wisdom. It’s either 
from this earth, or it is from above. You can’t mix the two 
and come up with some type of hybrid. That’s what so many 
Christians try to do. Take some from up here, some from 
down here and combine them. And they wonder why their 
life is a mess. 
 
The wisdom of the world caters to the flesh but it’s a 
counterfeit that accomplishes Satan’s work.  



You say, “Ed, those are petty strong words.” Your right, but 
they’re not my words. We’re going to read them when we 
get to verse 15. 
 
What are the characteristics of wisdom that is from above? 
 
First it’s pure. 
 
God’s wisdom leads to purity of life 
Man’s wisdom leads to sin. 
God’s wisdom leads to spiritual integrity 
Man’s wisdom leads to bitterness and jealousy and 
selfishness 
 
It’s hard to be pure and in our world, isn’t it? The 
ungodliness is everywhere. Sometimes it just pulls us in. It 
seems so natural. But the wise person seeks after purity. 
 
One man wrote “One of the failings of Christians is that they 
are often lacking in sensitiveness. They avoid grosser sins, 
but have no fine and subtle sense to recognize sins of a less 
flagrant kind.” 
 
We’re not guided by God if we’re not seeking to have a pure 
heart. If we think that we can play both sides of the fence in 
this world we’re playing right into the hands of Satan. 
 
Another characteristic according to verse 17 is 
peaceableness. 
 

Man’s wisdom leads to competition and rivalry in the wrong 
way – James is going to touch on this in the next chapter 
when he deals with the origin of wars and fighting. 
 
It’s God’s wisdom that leads to peace. Not peace at any 
price, or peace by not confronting issues, but God’s wisdom 
doesn’t lead to self centeredness so it doesn’t lead to strife. 
 
Wisdom from God doesn’t lead to confusion and disorder.  
 
The 3rd characteristic is “gentleness.” The Greek word 
translated “gentle” (epieikes) is hard to translate exactly. 
 
Kenneth West, who was teacher emeritus of New Testament 
Greek at Moody Bible Institute translates this “sweetly 
reasonable.” 
 
A gentle person isn’t out to make a name for himself. He’ll 
submit to disgrace and mistreatment without hatred or 
malice or revenge. 
 
Obviously Jesus Christ is out great example of gentleness. 
Willing to suffer if need be for the good of others. 
 
Next on the list is the phrase “willing to yield”. The opposite 
would be “stubborn”, “obstinate”, “disobedient”.  The 
Greeks used the word euparedros to refer to someone who 
willingly submitted to military discipline or submitted to the 
law of the land without rebelling. 
 



Again the stress isn’t on weakness, but on the right use of 
strength. 
 
James goes on to say “full of mercy and good fruits.” God 
blesses the merciful. God blesses those who have a concern 
for others and are quick to forgive. God’s wisdom produces 
good fruits. 
 
Then James describes this wisdom from above as without 
partiality and without hypocrisy. These two are a pair. They 
mean non-vacillating and non-hypocritical.  
 
Someone using God’s system of viewing life isn’t going to 
judge one way now and other way at another time. They’re 
not out to take care of number one. They are consistent. You 
can trust them. They don’t put up a front. 
 
And so…  Read verse 18 
 
The life that God calls us to live is a life of sowing and 
reaping. In fact, every life is a life of sowing and reaping. If 
we’re living by the principles of God’s wisdom we sows 
righteousness, not sin. We sow peace not confusion and 
discord. 
 
Why do so many Christians have such confusion and discord 
in their lives? Because even though they are believers they 
still aren’t using God’s way of looking at life. 
 

This is the challenge that James is giving to Christians. 
“Your living in one of two ways; in obedience to God, or 
disobedience, in wisdom or foolishness.” 
 
I. Divine Wisdom Is Identified By Meekness 
II. Earthly Wisdom Is Identified By Pride 
 
Read verses 14 & 15 
 
The wisdom that is from above operates in a different way 
from the wisdom that is earthly. Since they originate from 
radically different sources, they operate in opposite ways. 
 
What are you going to see in the life of a person who uses 
earthly wisdom as opposes to God’s wisdom? Envious and 
self-seeking hearts. 
 
See how clearly the Bible distinguishes these two ways of 
thinking. (And remember these are the only two ways that 
exist). 
 
God’s wisdom directs us out of ourselves. Man’s wisdom 
directs us into ourselves. 
 
When the disciples argued among themselves about who 
could be the greatest in God’s kingdom – they were using 
the wrong wisdom. Jesus put a little child in their midst and 
said here’s the greatest – become like him.  
 



Think about sensitivity training, self-assertiveness classes, 
mediation techniques – all these things designed to cause us 
to think in a self centered way. 
 
That wisdom doesn’t descend from above in fact its sensual 
and demonic. 
 
Again you say, “Ed that’s pretty strong language!” It is. But 
I want you to follow how strongly the Bible makes this 
distinction. 
 
Turn to Matthew 16   page 562 
 
Things were beginning to turn against Jesus and so He let 
His disciples know exactly what was going to happen. 
 
Read verse 21 
 
Amazingly, that didn’t sit too well with one of Jesus' 

disciples. 
 
Read verse 22 
 
It’s never a good idea to rebuke Jesus! 
 
This was what Jesus said, Read verse 23 
 
 “Peter, your wisdom is man centered, demonic. From Satan 
himself.” 
 

Now I want you to see what happened just a short time 
before this. 
 
Just a couple of verses before this  Read verses 15-17 
 
When Peter tapped into God’s wisdom he was right on. 
When he just blurted out whatever made sense to him he 
was dead wrong. 
 
The Pharisees of Jesus day were religious men. They were 
zealous. But they used their zeal to get recognition and 
promote themselves. They totally missed out on God’s 
wisdom. 
 
Back to James 3 
 
Is your thinking spiritual or earthly? Do you rejoice when 
other people succeed – or are you filled with envy and 
criticism? 
 
Are you burdened when others fail, or are you glad? 
 
All wisdom that’s not from above is earthly. All of man’s 
wisdom is marked by the curse of his own fallenness. 
Ultimately everything this world initiates in the way of 
supposed truth, is self-centered. 
 
John Mac Arthur writes: “Unregenerate man’s finite system 
demands an earthly wisdom and nothing more.  



The corruption of his system pervades every dimension of 
his life, including his philosophical and educational 
systems.” 
 
The world’s wisdom tries to comprehend and solve 
problems from a totally humanistic perspective. 
 
But in reality humanism really doesn’t spring from man at 
all. It has its roots in the spirit world. The wisdom of this 
world is generated by Satan and his demons. They disguise 
themselves as ministers of light when they 
are actually ministers of darkness. 
 
If the wisdom from above brings peace and righteousness, 
the wisdom of the world will do just the opposite. 
 
Read verse 16 
 
Wrong thinking produces wrong living. The answers to the 
problems that plague society aren’t to just give people a 
bunch of facts. 
 
We live in the information age. There’s an explosion of 
learning and teaching. Information on any subject is 
available to anyone. 
 
And yet, society is crumbling around us. We have the facts 
and we don’t know what to do with them. Our judicial 
system, our medical, ethical system, our educational system 
are all trying to do the impossible.  

Function on a purely earthly level. There’s confusion all 
around us, there is every evil thing. 
 
We, of all people, we who claim to belong to Jesus Christ 
ought to be different. We ought to be operating under a 
different system. Our wisdom has to come from the same 
place that our life and our forgiveness comes from – from 
above. 
 
What God has done for us in Jesus Christ is totally contrary 
to this world’s wisdom. 
 
In I Corinthians chapter 1 the Apostle Paul puts it this way. 
He asks Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is 
the disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the 
wisdom of this world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the 
world through wisdom did not know God, it pleased God 
through the foolishness of the message preached to save 
those who believe. ( I Corinthians 1:20, 21) 
 
For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of 
God. (I Corinthians 1:18) 
 
The whole story of God becoming a man and submitting 
himself to the frailty of human flesh, of His humble spirit, of 
His trek up Calvary to be nailed to a cross for our sins – 
that’s foolishness to this world’s way of thinking. That 
doesn’t fit in with earthly wisdom. It can’t. 
 



The fact that people are sinners and that they can’t be 
forgiven of their sins through anything that they can do is 
nonsense to the earthly way of thinking. 
 
But we believe that it is true because we understand that it’s 
not up to us to determine how we’re going to get to God, it 
is up to God. 
 
And as the heavens are higher than the earth so are His ways 
and thoughts higher than ours.  
 
We profess to believe that foolish message of a suffering 
savior for our sins. We have accepted the wisdom from 
above when it comes to eternal life. 
 
Now, let’s make sure we are consistent. 
 
Let’s accept the wisdom from above when it comes to living 
out this life. 
 
True wisdom is acquired only through faith in God through 
Jesus Christ. Once we are saved Scripture becomes the 
source of wisdom and the Holy Spirit our teacher of 
wisdom. 
 
Humility and meekness or self-seeking pride? Which 
characterizes your life? 

Real wisdom, God's wisdom, begins with a holy life and is 
characterized by getting along with others. 

 It is gentle and reasonable, overflowing with mercy and 
blessings, not hot one day and cold the next, not two-faced. 
You can develop a healthy, robust community that lives right 
with God and enjoy its results only if you do the hard work 
of getting along with each other, treating each other with 
dignity and honor. (James 3:17, 18 The Message) 


