


Chapter Three 

Wise Faith 
How can you tame the one thing that often destroys a Christian’s character and 

keeps you from experiencing the wisdom of God? 

Introduction: Charles Swindoll once wrote: “Wisdom is the right use of 
knowledge. To know is not to be wise. Many men who a great deal, and are all 
the greater fools for it. There is no fool so great a fool as a knowing fool. But to 
know how to use knowledge is to have wisdom.”  

The value of wisdom is immeasurable in the life of the believer. James asks an 
important and probing question in chapter 3: “Who is wise and understanding 
among you? Let him show by his good conduct his deeds in the gentleness of 
wisdom” (3:13). This question comes in the context of James discussing the 
dangers of using words inappropriately and hurtfully (3:1-12). If you cannot 
control your tongue, then you have gone off track in how you think and that will 
come through with how you speak.  

Therefore, James gives a lengthy illustration and teaching on the power of the 
tongue, and then uses this teaching to drive home the lesson that the believer 
must pursue wisdom if they are going to effectively live in peace among those 
around them (3:18).  

This is one of the cures to cultural Christianity. Among followers of Christ, there 
can be a lack of wisdom toward insiders (those who are fellow believers) and a 
lack of wisdom toward outsiders (those who are not believers), and the lack of 
wisdom comes through inconsistent speech. James writes, “With it (our 
speech) we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are 
made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. 
My brothers, these things ought not to be so” (3:9-10). What James is after is a 
faith that wisely knows how to navigate the treacherous waters of relationships, 
both with believers (whom we should respect and love) and unbelievers (who 



need grace and truth). If believers have any chance at impacting the culture, 
then they must appropriate wise faith. 

In this study, you will learn the concept of biblical wisdom, the competing 
realities surrounding biblical wisdom, the barrier to biblical wisdom and how to 
cultivate biblical wisdom. All of this with the goal of learning how to develop 
wise faith. 

Read It! 
 James 3:1-18 
1 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who 
teach will be judged with greater strictness. 2 For we all stumble in many ways. And if 
anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able also to bridle his 
whole body. 3 If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide 
their whole bodies as well. 4 Look at the ships also: though they are so large and are 
driven by strong winds, they are guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of the 
pilot directs. 5 So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things. 
How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a fire, a world 
of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, 
setting on fire the entire course of life,[a] and set on fire by hell.[b] 7 For every kind of 
beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by 
mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly 
poison. 9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are 
made in the likeness of God. 10 From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My 
brothers,[c] these things ought not to be so. 11 Does a spring pour forth from the 
same opening both fresh and salt water? 12 Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or 
a grapevine produce figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water. 
Wisdom from Above 
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct 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 is not the 
wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 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, impartial and sincere. 18 And a harvest of righteousness 
is sown in peace by those who make peace. 



Study it! 

I. The Concept of Biblical Wisdom 

Without a doubt, you want to be considered wise in the eyes of God. No one 
wants to live in such a way where they make decisions that are not wise. So, 
James asks, “Who among you is wise?” The bible does a pretty good job 
answering how a person becomes wise.  

“The beginning of wisdom is: Get wisdom, and wherever you get, get insight. 
Prize her highly, and she will exalt you; she will honor you if you embrace her. 

She will place on your head a graceful garland; she will bestow on you a 
beautiful crown” (Proverbs 4:7-9). 

Before we get anything else, we need to get wisdom. Why? Because wisdom is 
what drives every aspect of life. For believers to trade cultural Christianity for 
authentic Christianity, one that moves them toward maturity, then they must 
pursue wisdom that comes from God. Wisdom calls to every believer for them 
to listen to God’s word. Proverbs 1:20-21, 23 “Wisdom cries aloud in the street, 
in the markets she raises her voice; at the head of the noisy streets she cries 
out; at the entrance of the city gates she speaks: If you turn to my reproof, 
behold, I will pour out my spirit to you; I will make my words known to you.” 

Here is where wisdom is found, at the words of God. What a disaster to miss 
God’s wisdom, reject God’s counsel and fall prey to the whims of an ungodly 
world (Proverbs 1:24-32). For this person, there can only be calamity and 
hardship. They may be able to cover it up for a while, but in the end, their life 
will uncover heartbreak and heart ache as they have endeavored to live life 
without God. How many Christians, live like this? They believe that seeking out 
God’s wisdom can be done on whim, in a moment. Rather than pursuing God’s 
wisdom, they live without it until there is an emergency.  



Now, let’s look at the concept of wisdom from the two aspects of knowledge 
and understanding.  

A. Knowledge 

Tony Evans writes, “The Bible makes it clear that wisdom is not a philosophical 
system that is unrelated to life. At its heart, godly wisdom is the skill of 
righteous living.” 

Knowledge is what we apply that demonstrates the skill of righteous living. 
Where does this knowledge originate? Obviously, it originates from a healthy 
knowledge of Scripture. The culture pushes against this with relativism, saying 
that truth is whatever you want to make it. However, Christians are convicted 
that truth comes from God and that through the Word of God. Christians do 
not go around that but through it.  

B. Understanding 

What happens to some people is that they gain much knowledge from God’s 
word but fail to see how it should be understood for life. Their lives are filled 
with facts but their heart is not impacted. Understanding means that you take 
the knowledge learned and apply it rightly and consistently.  

So James is asking if there are people in the church who have knowledge of 
God’s truth but also knows how to apply it. Those people are the ones who will 
react to situations with wisdom and before any reaction, they will put 
themselves in positions whee their wisdom will be clearly evidenced.  

II. The Competing Realties of Biblical Wisdom 

As James asks this question, he is thinking of two types of wisdom: one which 
comes from above (v. 17) and that which is earthly, unspiritual and demonic (v. 
15). This way of thinking is rampant in our culture today. In truth, cultural 
Christianity is the product of earthly, worldly, unspiritual and demonic thinking. 
How unfortunate that so many Christians live more by human wisdom than 



divine wisdom. As a follower of Jesus Christ, you must decide which source 
you will follow. How can a Christian draw truth and wisdom from sources that 
are clearly not of Him or pursuing His heart. However, many Christians turn to 
TV personalities, philosophers and writers to get their ideas or direction.  

Now, this competing source of wisdom that is not pure, then peaceable, gentle, 
open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere, presents 
itself within relationships as bitter jealousy and selfish ambition. This type of 
wisdom boasts (or is pride-filled) and lies, rather than living in the truth (v. 14). 
Boasting and lying are products of words that damage the body of Christ. 
James says that this person thinks he is religious, but “if anyone thinks he is 
religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s 
religion is worthless” (1:26). 

This teaching that James gives in 3:13-18 is given in the context of James 
3:1-12, the teaching of the tongue. Why? Because the tongue can curb biblical 
wisdom. 

III. The Constraint to Biblical Wisdom 

JUST as James warns the church of the dangerous sin of Favoritism, he points 
us to an equally and perhaps more destructive and divisive sin of VERBAL 
ATTACKS! – Here’s where Faith without Works is evidenced the clearest!!! 
This Passage is all about POWER! Power of the teachers, leaders and every 
person who opens their mouth. 

An anonymous writer said, ”When we advance a little into life, we find that the 
tongue of man creates nearly all the mischief in the world." Gossip, Bullying, 
Shaming, Criticizing, Comparing, Tearing down are all examples of using the 
tongue in a way that curbs biblical wisdom. The reason it curbs wisdom is that it 
uses a source of wisdom that is unspiritual and demonic.  



Words are serious. Once they are said they are out for all to hear. In the book, 
Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll has the Red Queen say, “When once 
you’ve said a thing, that fixes it and you must take the consequences.” 

James provides three responses so the tongue does not become a constraint 
to God’s wisdom. 

1. Get Serious About God’s Judgment Concerning Your Words (3:1) 

James begins this section of the letter with a reference to the seriousness of 
teaching. He is getting to conduct that may not be wise and flat-out abusive 
language that does not lead to biblical wisdom. No one knows, but there could 
have been a run on teachers so that James warns them that not everyone 
should sign up for teaching to prove their “faith-works”, or it could be that 
James was simply using the task of teaching as an introduction to the problem 
of their venomous words. Regardless, James makes his point clear that our 
words are serious and for them, we must give account. Jesus said, “I tell you, on 
the day of judgment, people will give account for every careless word they 
speak” (Matthew 12:36-27). If your words are so serious to God as to be 
recollected on the Day of Judgement, then it stands to reason that our words 
must be guarded every day and in every situation. This take self-control, 
accountability and taking serious the power of the tongue. 

2. Get Realistic About the Power of Your Words (3:2-8) 

Proverbs 18:21 says, “Death and life are in the power of the tongue, and those 
who love it will eat its fruits.” Similarly, Proverbs 12:18 says, “There is one whose 
rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.” 
Proverbs 13:3 says, “Whoever guards his mouth preserves his life; he who 
opens wide his lips comes to ruin.” --- Here’s the real kicker…Your words have 
the power to reveal who you really are!! Matthew 12:33-37 says, “Either make 
the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the 
tree is known by its fruit.  You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when 
you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. The 



good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person 
out of his evil treasure brings forth evil.” 

Now, James gives us some vivid illustrations that should be easy enough to 
understand. He says that “we all stumble in many ways” (v. 2), and the way we 
stumble the most is with our words! A person who can control their words is 
successful in controlling the whole of their life.  

James uses a horse’s bit to illustrate that such power does not have to come in 
large quantities. Horse’s bits are 4”-6” but the horse can weigh 900-1,100 lbs. 
However, that little bit controls the horse. The same with a ship’s rudder. It is 
nothing compared to the ship, but it can move the ship all over the ocean.  

What is the dangerous about this little instrument is the destruction it can 
cause. James points out that your words have the power to destroy the lives of 
others (3:5b-8). The Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts sing this song: "One dark night 
when we were all in bed, old lady O’Leary lit a lantern in her shed. And when 
the cow kicked it over, she winked her eye and said, "It’ll be a hot time in the 
ole town tonight." And everyone yells, "Fire-Fire-Fire." It wasn’t til years later 
that I learned that the song was based on fact. It may not have been a cow, but 
the great fire of Chicago began at 8:30pm, Oct. 8, 1871 by a small blaze in the 
barn of Patrick and Catherine O’Leary. It left over 80,000 people homeless, 
17,500 buildings were destroyed and 300 people killed. James says that the 
tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The power of your words can 
destroy your children, your spouse, your family, your neighbors, or your church 
leaders (or fellow believers). James calls the tongue a FIRE and POISON! 
WOW!! How many times have we set a blaze of destruction with our words, 
poured poison down the throats of people who "are made in the likeness of 
God” (3:9). No matter what you think of them, if you agree with them, if they 
have wounded you, hurt you in some way, how do you have the right to tear 
them down with your words? 

People are so good at hiding their hurtful words in words that seem to be 
helpful critique. They feel justified in what they have said, because they feel 



that they are somehow helping them get better.  We are helping the person 
get better! 

The third response to the tongue is this… 

3. Get Right About How You Use Your Words (3:9-12) 

Does the way you use your words contradict what you really need to say 
(3:9-10)? The key is the image of God. When you abuse people (no matter who 
they are), you are abusing God! How easily this can happen when we lose our 
tempers in our marriage or with our kids or on the job or with our neighbors. 

God has designed your words to be refreshing and not repelling (3:11-12). 
James uses two figures for this thought: Salt water and a Fig tree. Obviously, 
salt water is NOT refreshing. How upset would you be if you were parched and 
someone handed you an Aquafina only to realize upon your first drink that they 
had switched it out with salt water?! The same is true with a fig tree. You do not 
expect a fruit tree to give you anything other than what it was designed to 
produce. Therefore, as follows of Christ, you need to give to others what you 
have been designed to produce and that is the righteousness of Jesus Christ, 
flowing through your words.  

How do we become fountains of life and health with our words? 

1. Give God control of your words 

2. Think about Ephesians 4:29…Memorize it! 

3. Ask God if what you’re about to say will bless Him and be the kind of 
witness that brings glory to the name of the Lord. 



IV. The Cultivation of Biblical Wisdom  

Finally, James urges his readers to cultivate biblical wisdom so they can exhibit 
wise faith by sowing peace (3:17). James describes this peace as a harvest of 
peace being sown by those who make peace. Here is the crux of the Gospel. 
Through the Gospel, a person has peace with God (Rom. 5:1), but they also 
have peace with their fellowman. God creates peace in their hearts, which in 
turn, allows them to be in control of their emotions.  

Hence, those who can cultivate peace in their hearts with God is successful in 
cultivating wisdom in their interactions with others. James is most concerned 
about the spiritual conduct of his brothers, telling them that “wisdom from 
above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy, and 
good fruits, impartial and sincere” (3:16). Making peace is the exhibition of 
wisdom that is from above, and a witness of their love for one another.  

How do you cultivate biblical wisdom? 
1. Ask the Lord to control your tongue. 
2. Ask others to hold you accountable for your words. 
3. Seek peace with others rather than retribution. 
4. Measure your words carefully before you speak, knowing that what you say 

reflects on Christ. 



Discussion: 
1. Why is controlling your tongue tied to the issue of cultural Christianity? 

2. Why are misused or abusive words more dangerous than any other form of 
violence? 

3. Do you allow for times when you do need to rebuke or say things not easily 
heard but needed to be said for a person’s spiritual or personal growth? 

4. What will you do this week as a result of this teaching? 


