
"Pure Wisdom" 
James 3: 13 – 4:10 

September 19, 2021 
Rev. L. Bryan McClain 

 

Key Verse: But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to 
yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality and hypocrisy.   

When you think about wisdom, I wonder, do you picture in your mind's eye climbing a 
mountain through the layers of clouds, past rugged peaks and jagged rocks to discover an old 
man with a long white flowing beard sitting in essentially what appears to be an eagles nest or 
just outside a cave, imparting sage wisdom? 

Or do you think of wisdom as more of finding the golden opportunity to throw in that one-line 
zinger, witty and stinging, kind of like on the old t.v. show 'Welcome back Kotter,' and Vinny 
Barberino, played by John Travolta, whose famous comeback was "Up your nose with a rubber 
hose."  

I hope neither of these ideas of wisdom is your idea of wisdom, at least not pure wisdom.  
Pure wisdom or true wisdom does not come from some older person who calls him or herself 
a sage of the ages.  Not that we cannot gain wisdom from our elders who are willing to share 
the lessons of their successes and failures in life.  But hopefully, you don't have to climb a high 
mountain to reach them, and if you should find them sitting in an eagle's nest or outside a 
cave, you may want to weigh the advice they give you with reasonable measure.  

By the same token, neither are you going to find practical wisdom by quoting quick one-liners. 
So while you may get a laugh or two, don't expect to be taken seriously.  Trust me, I've learned 
that lesson the hard way, a time or two.   

When we think about James, the disciple we believe to be the brother or half-brother to Jesus, 
we most often think of the verse in the second chapter of this letter about faith and good 
works.  The last verse in that chapter, verse 26, says, "For just as the body without the spirit is 
dead, so faith without works is also dead."  

Of course, what we can take away from that verse alone is that if our faith is to always be 
alive, then from it must come the works born out of the genuineness of that faith.  Faith yields 
the fruits of gentleness, peace, full of mercy, and a willingness to yield.   

But what does that mean?  How are we to interpret James' meaning, especially in our day and 
time?  A day and time that is wrought with so much bitter animosity and despairing 
commentary and just outright disgust that leads some to outright violence.   



To James' earlier point about the human condition concerning the tongue, a whole lot has not 
changed over 10,000 years, much less the last 2000.  In the natural world, it is human nature 
to be vile, selfish, and violent.  But at the same time, we are also a creature that has been 
created by a superior being that has called us to a higher purpose than just going after what 
we want and when we want it.  

God has created us not for the purpose of serving ourselves and our desires but rather to 
serve God in that we love and serve one another for the common good.  In following Jesus, 
that is what our Christian faith points us to, and that is the work we are called to do.  

But even more important than working towards a common good is that we find the way to do 
that in that gentle, peaceable, humble spirit.   A spirit that is willing to listen, reason, and 
through the power of mutual love strives together for that common good.  James says, as 
faithful followers of Christ, "We must be willing to yield."   

I think most people, including Christians, misunderstand what yielding means.  Back in 
medieval times, when sword fighting was the rage, and there was a victor and a loser, the 
loser yielded the fight.  In essence, we think of yielding as giving up or losing.  

But I would argue that to yield does not necessarily mean to lose.  It also means to produce by 
a natural process or to provide a return on investment.  And it also means to be flexible. In 
essence, yielding means waiting till an opportune time.   Perhaps that is the best meaning that 
we can use here regarding what James is talking about.  Think about it.  When you come to a 
yield sign on the road, that is not telling you to give up and go back home. Sorry, you lose.  It is 
not telling you to pull over and surrender your license and vehicle.  It is telling you to wait, to 
take your time, and be flexible.  To pause and proceed with caution.  

In today's volatile climate, not only as it pertains to politics, but also race, and health, and so 
many other issues, people who call themselves Christian on both sides of whatever argument 
will, instead of being gentle and peaceable and willing to listen and be flexible, draw battle 
lines and fight tooth and nail, even to the point that violence and death breakout.  That does 
not even begin to include those who do not believe in Christ, or does it?   

James talks about two different wisdoms. First, there is the wisdom that is from above.  The 
wisdom that is first of all pure, meaning true, not deceitful, or having no ulterior motives.   It is 
honest and decent and seeks an outcome that is beneficial to all.  Then there is the wisdom 
that comes from the hearts of men, Earthly, James calls it.  He describes it as devilish, full of 
selfish ambition.  You might use the word manipulative, creating disorder and wickedness or 
chaos of every kind.  That is the kind of wisdom that works to get what it wants, no matter 
who gets hurt or what falls apart.   



It seems that in today's world, unfortunately, too many Christians have allowed this earthly, 
worldly, self-serving wisdom to creep in and over-ride wisdom that is from above; that is, a 
wisdom that seeks solutions to issues that can and will work for most if not all.   

Is that hard to do?  Yes, it is extremely hard to do.  But guess what? It has always been hard to 
do.  On our own, we cannot do it.  When we try or when we think we can and convince others 
of that lie, we have just subscribed to the wisdom of the world.   

To have the wisdom that comes from above, from God, is no instant magic pill either. Instead, 
that wisdom is something that we must cultivate to use an agricultural term to yield a good 
product.  Wisdom from above doesn't just appear to us out of thin air.  It has to grow inside us 
as we learn and understand more about who God is and what God calls us to do.  

We come to see that and understand that through Jesus, who yielded His life on earth, and yes 
here, I mean surrender his physical life, though he still does not give up on what he came to 
do.  As a matter of fact, by dying on that cross, yielding his life, becoming flexible to God's 
purpose, he completes his mission.  He breaks through the nasty cosmos of sin that we all eat, 
drink, and breathe.   

To become wise in the wisdom of God is to understand that God's wisdom, like God's grace, is 
something that we continue to grow in our whole life long.  It is not a destination we reach, at 
least not in this lifetime, but rather it is a journey we take our whole life long.   

You know I love to travel.  Stephanie and I hope that whenever we do retire, that we will be 
able to travel, Lord willing.  And the reason that I love to travel is not only to see sights that I 
have never seen before but also to learn something new as I go.  Some of what I learn, I may 
forget at least at in the forefront of my mind, but on recall, it usually comes back to me, and I 
remember it vividly. So those experiences are there for me to reflect on, which helps me 
understand more about our shared life here on this planet and becomes a part of my wisdom.   

But if I only could remember the very first place I can recall visiting as a young boy, and all of 
the rest of my excursions, I said, well, that doesn't mean anything to me because I learned 
everything I need to know about the world around me on my first trip to the city of Memphis 
or to the delta of Mississippi in 1970. So just think about what all I am leaving out of my 
comprehensive experiences. 

So too, our faith does not form in a one-time come to Jesus moment where we put all of our 
eggs into that one basket and say, "I know all I need to know about being saved and living the 
Christian life." No, it is but a beginning of that long journey of growing in grace, moving on 
from being justified by grace to growing in sanctification of grace.   

In other words, living a Christian life is like being an onion; to get to the heart of it, you have to 
be willing to sacrifice a little skin; you have to be willing to peel back the layers in order to 



discover your true self.  Not that I think we are all a bunch of stinking onions, but for us to 
grow as Christians, we have to be willing to be honest, vulnerable, peaceable, and genuinely 
gentle.   

To call ourselves Christian but then turn around and act in a self-seeking way, in a manner that 
leads to selfish ambition, in a way that manipulates others, well that is what James refers to as 
being adulterous.   And he means that term in the way you think of it.   

For God is a jealous God, God loves us, and when we claim the life of Christ, we have agreed to 
become joined together as one, like in a marriage.  We agree to follow in the footsteps of 
Jesus, who shows us what love and obedience to God look like. But, when we start living by 
the wisdom of this world, when all we do is look out for self and for what it is that pleases us, 
and we care less about those around us when we have failed to yield in the process of trying 
to move forward, sooner or later, we wind up colliding into something head-on.  And I have to 
say; it seems to me that our world is at another collision point.  But will we yield in time, not 
one side to another, but all of us to God?  

Pure wisdom, true wisdom from God; when we follow it, will not lead us into these 
temptations; instead, it will lead us to the paths of peace and into the work of the Kingdom of 
God.  That is the higher goal we all must consider in living and leading this Christian life.  

  


