
 

Greetings: 

 

The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 

week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  

In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 

the congregation. 

These notes are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye, mistakes can possibly 

be found.  Therefore, he asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and 

charity. 

Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to email 

him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 

 

Date:  February 28, 2021 

 

Sermon Title: Living Well in an Unwell World 

  

Sermon Series: “The Book of James – 

  Wearing our Crowns Crooked in a Conflicted World” 

 

Text:  James 3:13-18 

 

Author:  Patrick J. Griffiths ©2021 

  



 

1 

Date:  February 28, 2021 
Title:  Living Well in an Unwell World 
Text:  James 3:13-18 
Theme: Christians are radically different than the world in which they live. 
 
Opening Story 
Yelling Fire / Ringing a dinner bell! Calling people to action, to arms. What is the threat? Babel! 
What is the response? Humble Service!! What? It would be far easier to attack and overthrow, 
then to pray and serve. Yet, this is what we are called on to do. 
 
Introduction - Historical Context: 
 
Everything James highlights in 1:26, 27; 2:1-12; and here in 3:1-12 stands in direct opposition to 
the behavior and conduct of the world around us. This does not mean the unbelieving cannot 
behave themselves in a way that is appropriate, but this behavior on their part is not generated 
by the implanted Word and the indwelling Holy Spirit. 
 
This paragraph (vv. 13-18) begins answering how one would be able to control their tongue. The 
response is not direct, but implied. James continues to highlight the teacher. 
 
The Source of and Solution to the Problem: Two Wisdoms 
“At this point in our text, one has to say, ‘How can it be that man can control every creature, but 

he cannot control his tongue? How can it be that while every natural entity produces one kind 

of fruit, the tongue produces both blessings and cursings?’ I believe verses 13-18 answer these 

questions. In verse 1, James began this chapter by warning ‘wanna-be teachers’ that they should 

keep silent. One of the main reasons these folks should not teach is because they would do it for 

the sake of their own egos, not for the edification of others. In other words, ‘wanna-be teachers’ 

want to teach to show people how wise they are. Thus, the whole matter really comes down to 

wisdom.”1 

 
Theological Context: 
 
Pastor Sam Storm offers this perspective as we walk into James 3:13-18. 
 
“The simple truth is that what the world regards as truth, the Christian regards as error. What 
the world regards as of ultimate value, the Christian regards as dung, or ‘rubbish’ if you prefer 
a more sanitized translation (see Phil. 3:8)! To put it as simply as possible, the world and the 
Church tell two entirely different and utterly contrary stories about the nature of reality, the 
meaning of life, where truth and goodness may be found, and what the ultimate destiny of 
mankind will be. The tragedy in our day is that instead of watching the Church stand firmly in 
opposition to the world, calling it to repentance, men and women who say they know Jesus do 
everything in their power to merge the two. Whereas the Bible clearly says the world and the 
Church intersect, many today argue that the world and the Church coincide. Thus, what we 
hear so often today is not a message of conviction and confrontation but one of compromise and 
convenience. James will have nothing of this compromise with the world. Here in James 3:13-18 
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he identifies for us yet another way in which the world contrasts and conflicts with the Church. 
It has to do with their respective views on wisdom.”2 
 
The Structure: 
 
James gives us positions that are opposed to each other. We will read more of this in chapter 4. 
Two versions of wisdom are stated: one which is the real deal and one which is an imitation of 
the real thing. We’ll learn the difference between those who pretend to be wise, and those who 
really are wise. We’ll see that one version of wisdom comes from above and another version 
comes from below. 
 
Let’s learn what living well in an unwell world looks like. James shows us by noting three 
things.   
 
I.  The Initial Exhortation - Wisdom from above leads to countercultural living (v. 13) 
 

 13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness 
of wisdom.  

 
Wise and Understanding – “The two terms are synonymous, and suggested precise distinctions 
are not certain.”3 “The word sophos (‘wise’) was the technical term among the Jews for the 
teacher, the scribe, the rabbi (TDNT, 7:505). It appears that the author is still speaking to those 
who would be teachers (cf. 3:1); here it is not what they say that he is concerned with, but rather 
how they live.”4 
 
In this paragraph, James continues to speak of two compatible and inseparable ideas 
(hearing/doing; faith/works). James speaks of how our countercultural living shows the 
implanted Word. The action of “works” does not cause faith. It is faith that causes the good 
conduct. And the countercultural lifestyle speaks of something deeper. 
 
“Conduct” - Anastrophe (from the Greek: ἀναστροφή, anastrophē, "a turning back or about") is 
a figure of speech in which the normal word order of the subject, the verb, and the object is 
changed. Yoda’s speech pattern is anastrophe - For example, subject–verb–object ("I like 
potatoes") might be changed to object–subject–verb ("potatoes I like").5 
 
The noun occurs thirteen times in the New Testament. Three times by Paul (Gal. 1:13; Eph. 4:22; 
1 Tim. 4:12), once in Heb. (13:7), once in James, and eight times by Peter (1 Pt. 1:15, 18; 2:12; 3:1, 
2, 16; 2 Pt. 2:7; 3:11).  
 
I note this only because Peter writes to the same cluster of believers and Peter calls his audience 
to live countercultural lives. 
 

 1 Pet. 1:1 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, 
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, who are chosen 
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The conduct of those who have the implanted Word live abnormal lives. They are counter to the 
pattern of the world, our flesh, and the devil. Believers live countercultural lives by controlling 
their tongues, by caring for their neighbors, and by keeping themselves clean from the world 
(James 1:26, 27). 
 
Jesus rebukes the scribes and Pharisees for their failed conduct in Matthew 23. 
 

Matt. 23:1-3 
1 Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and to His disciples, 2 saying: "The scribes and the Pharisees have seated 
themselves in the chair of Moses; 3 therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according 
to their deeds; for they say things and do not do them. 

 
 So you must be careful to do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they 

preach. (NIV) 
 

 so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice. (ESV) 

 
James reminds teachers how, “The attractiveness of his life must be established by ‘his works in 
meekness of wisdom.’ His works, not his words, are the acid test of his wisdom.”6 
 
The “works” done are marked by “meekness.” This form of the word occurs three times in the 
NT [prautes]. 
 

 James 1:21 Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness 
the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls. 

 James 3:13 Who is a wise man and endued with knowledge among you? let him shew out of a good 
conversation his works with meekness of wisdom. 

 1 Pet. 3:15 But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts: and be ready always to give an answer to every man 
that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear:  

 
A sibling [praus] occurs three times as well. 
 

 Matt. 5:5 Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth. 

 Matt. 21:5 Tell ye the daughter of Sion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon an ass, 
and a colt the foal of an ass. 

 1Pet. 3:4 But let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a 
meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price. 

 
And one final sibling [praos] occurs once in the NT. 
 

 Matt. 11:29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find 
rest unto your souls. 

 
This meekness has nothing to do with weakness or docility or shrinking. It has everything to do 
with humility, quietness, and peacefulness. What does this meekness look like and sound like? 
Jesus stood resolute when He turned His face toward Jerusalem. Jesus was quiet when He was 
brutally whipped and beaten. Jesus stood steadfast when falsely accused. His strength showed 
itself when He bore the sins of the world.  
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I do not read of Jesus rallying His allies in an armed revolt against the authorities. I do not read 
of Jesus cussing and swearing and creating divisions against opposing views, ethnicities, and 
conditions. What I read and see is Jesus quietly serving the widows and orphans regardless of 
their ethnicity. What I read and see is Jesus calling people to faith in the promises of God. I do 
not read of Jesus caving in or cowering under anything. I read of Jesus standing fast and staying 
the course leading to the cross.  
 
I see and read of Jesus praying for His enemies and for those who despiteful use Him. This is 
the good conduct showing itself in meekness of wisdom. 
 
This kind of gospel rich conduct done in the face of opposing forces is an investment in the 
future where you and I might not see the results in the immediate.  Can we be more vocal and 
visible in our opposition to the present misconduct showing itself in our world? Yes, but let it 
be vocal and visible in our “good conduct done in the meekness of wisdom.”  
 
Now, James gives two opposing forces.  
 
II.  Earthly wisdom leads to disorder and every vile practice (vv. 14-16) 
 

 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.  

 
James says if this is what is in your heart, then . . .  
 

A. What earthly wisdom looks like 
 

 Bitter Jealousy 
Bitter only occurs twice in New Testament; James 3:11 and 14. Means, “Sharp (pungent), i.e. 
acrid (literally or figuratively), bitter.”  James uses “jealousy” [zelos] twice; here and 3:16. 
 

 “Selfish Ambition” is one word and used twice by James [3:14, 16]. Paul says it is a work 
of the flesh (Gal. 5:20). 

 
This “stuff” is not from God. In fact, it is coming from the opposite. 
 

B. Where earthly wisdom comes from 
 

 Earthly 
It is probably better translated by “earthly” or “worldly.” However, we might describe the 
wisdom from above, this wisdom comes from below. 
 

 Natural – Sensual / Natural 
It stands in contrast to the spiritual (1 Cor. 2:14; 15:44, 46; Jude 19). 
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 Demonic [daimoniodes] 
Occurs only here in the New Testament and means “demon-like.” It comes from the same family 
of words as James 2:19. 
 
“These three adjectives form a climax, indicating a ‘mounting sense of distance and alienation 
from God.’”7 
 
“The term [daimoniodes] does not relate to the devil personally; in Scripture, Satan is never 
called a demon, and the great host of his ministers are never spoken of as devils. There is only 
one devil, Satan, but there are vast numbers of demons who further Satan’s work.”8 
 

C. What earthly wisdom results in 
 
“The conjunction ‘for’ (gar) indicates that bitter zeal and selfish ambition always result in 
‘disorder and every evil practice.’”9 
 

 Disorder  
Our word “disorder” is akatastasia. The word akatastatos occurs in James 1:18 and translates 
“unstable.” 
 

 Every Vile Practice 
 
“The first is what James calls “disorder” (v. 16), by which he means the disruption of God’s will 
and ways for how humans should live. Disregard for the revelation of God’s will, confusion 
rather than clarity, chaos rather than purposeful action. Just stop and look around the world 
today and what do you see at every turn? Disorder.”10 
 
The most flagrant display of this earthly, unspiritual, and demonic wisdom come from our 
Media Moguls, Hollywood elite, Political Pundits, and Pampered Professional Athletes.  
 
Where do we see this disorder and every vile practice? 
 

 Failing families through decentralization and irresponsibility. 

 Immoral and unbiblical sexual expression. 

 Gender confusion and subjective identity. 

 Undisciplined children with a disregard for parental authority and social governance. 

 Unbridled debt spending toward convenience and pleasure. 

 Skewed views of biblical justice. 

 Polarizing and divisive race distinctions rather than celebrating race unity. 

 Significant greed and isolation. 

 Godless and unguided education coupled with power-hungry politics. 
 
All of this causes disorder. We see this playing out before our eyes. Yet, let us not think this is 
about “them” and not “us.” We equally stand guilty before this tribunal. When we read of our 
own committing acts of immorality all the while portraying the face of “piety,” we are guilty. 
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Tragically, none of us are above or beyond the fall. It is only as we lean into Jesus and the 
working of the Holy Spirit that we can be kept from such vile failure. 
 
Now, notice the contrast. 
 
III.  Wisdom from above leads to a harvest of righteousness (vv. 17-18) 
 

 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. 

 

A. First . . .  
 

 First Pure 

First in rank and time. From the same word family as “holy.” Why is this pure? Because we are 

“In Christ” and have the “Indwelling Holy Spirit.” This wisdom can be nothing but pure or holy. 

 

B. Then . . .  
 

 Peaceable 

“But clearly great as peace is, purity (righteousness) comes before peace and peace at any price 

is not worth the having. Hence Jesus spurned the devil's peace of surrender.”11 
 

 Romans 12:17-21 
17 Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. 18 If possible, so far 

as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. 19 Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room 

for the wrath of God, for it is written, "VENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY," says the Lord. 20 "BUT IF 

YOUR ENEMY IS HUNGRY, FEED HIM, AND IF HE IS THIRSTY, GIVE HIM A DRINK; FOR IN SO 

DOING YOU WILL HEAP BURNING COALS ON HIS HEAD." 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good. 

 

Sometimes it is not possible to be at peace, thus Romans 13:1ff. Whatever action the individual 

or the church takes must be in the spirit of meekness. 

 

 Gentle | Open to reason 

 

This is not the common word used for gentle. This word means “who would listen to reason.” 
 

“Gentle (epieikês). Old adjective (from eikos, reasonable, fair), equitable (Php 4:5; 1Pe 2:18). No 

English word renders it clearly. Easy to be entreated (eupeithês). [is an hypoxlegomenon] Old 

adjective (eu, peithomai), compliant, approachable.”12 
 

“willing to yield,” “open to persuasion.”13 
 

 Full of mercy and good fruits 

“[This is] the only double characteristic in the list, stands in direct contrast to ‘every vile deed’ 

in verse 16.” 
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 Impartial 

 

“Let me say a few words about this term translated “impartial”. It refers to a person who refuses 
to make value judgments based on anything other than the principles and truths of God’s Word. 
In other words, this is the person who takes no note of the color of one’s skin or the size of one’s 
home or the amount in one’s investment portfolio or the quality of a person’s clothing. The 
“impartial” person is the one who is devoid, or at least not governed by, prejudice, in whatever 
form that prejudice might assume. It doesn’t mean he/she never passes judgment or lacks 
discernment or the backbone to stand on what he/she believes is true. It simply means this 
person bases whatever judgments are drawn on the principles of God’s Word.”14 
 

 Sincere 

 

“The sort of “wisdom” that Christians must pursue and embrace will invariably lead to the kind 

of good works that are aesthetically pleasing and attractive. Spiritual wisdom is always 

characterized by humility, not arrogance or loud boasting. If you possess genuine, heaven-sent 

wisdom you will love purity and peace and will display gentleness in your relationships with 

others. You won’t be arrogant or prideful but instead will [patiently] listen to what others have 

to say. Mercy and peace and righteousness will be the hallmark of your life.”15 

 

C. Finally (v. 17) 

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

 

The outcome of this wisdom from above is a harvest of righteousness.  

 

“Is sown in peace (en eirênêi speiretai). Present passive indicative of speirô, to sow. The seed 

which bears the fruit is sown, but James catches up the metaphor of karpos (fruit) from verse Jas 

3:17. Only in peace is the fruit of righteousness found.”16 

 

Now, let us pull this into our present situation. 

 

What if nothing we do makes a difference as to our local and national governance? What if all 

of our good works done in the meekness of wisdom are rejected and scorned, then what do we 

do? Do we think we are the first ones in history to be confronted by this political situation or the 

increasing rejection of the Christian ethic? Hardly.  

 

What do we tell our suffering and persecuted brothers and sisters in countries where the 

government both local and national hate them and drive them underground? Do we tell them 

to fight back and throw off the ungodly authorities? I do not think so. I would suggest to you 

we tell them to stay the course, hold fast to Christ, and die well.  
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Remember Jesus, He was led as a lamb to slaughter. He did not open His mouth (Isa. 53:7). Our 

good conduct done in the spirit of meekness is an investment of blood and the outcome is a 

harvest of righteousness.  

 
 Isa. 53:7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to 

the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth. 

 

Listen to what we call the Beatitudes in Matthew 5:1-16. 

 
1 When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. 2 He 

opened His mouth and began to teach them, saying, 

 3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 4 "Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

 5 "Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth. 

 6 "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

 7 "Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

 8 "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 

 9 "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 

 10 "Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. 

 11 "Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you 

because of Me. 
12 "Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who 

were before you. 13 "You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again? 

It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men. 14 "You are the light of 

the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden; 15 "nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on 

the lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. 16 "Let your light shine before men in such a way that 

they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. 

 

“For them that make peace (tois poiousin eirênên). Dative case of the articular participle of 

poieô. See Eph 2:15 for this phrase (doing peace), and Col 1:20 for eirênopoieô, of Christ, and Mt 

5:9 for eirênopoioi (peacemakers). Only those who act peaceably are entitled to peace.”17 

 

Paul and Jesus take the two words used by James and sticks them together. Peacemakers sow 

peace and see a harvest of righteousness. 

 

During this Season of Lent, let us go back to our Creed, let us memorize the Beatitudes and let 

us remember how this is what the Christ life looks like in a culture of conflict. This is what living 

well in an unwell world looks like. It serves.  

 

During this short season of Pandemic, I am confronted by what I see happening and what I 

know the Word of God to teach. What am I suppose to say and do to this church as we together 

press forward? There are moments when I am torn by the polarizing and isolation brought on 

by all of this. My hope is to stay the course in preaching and teaching Jesus, hold fast to Jesus, 

and die well if persecuted for righteousness sake.  
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Do you wish to change your world locally, nationally, and globally? Then live the Christ life. 

How, by serving one another. This is James. 

 

What’s Next? 

 

James reminds his audience that they are different than the “world” around them. As much as 

we would like to be favored or accepted or received by our unbelieving world, we are standing 

in direct opposition to their agenda. Their agenda is driven by the serpent’s seed. We are 

fundamentally and intrinsically different than the world around us. I’m not sure how to say this 

in any way that is less offensive. Nonetheless, what the world says about marriage, or power, 

or popularity, or wealth, or values, or family, or children, or pregnancy, or morality, or gender 

is potentially polarized by what we believe is “from above.” At some point, we just need to 

accept this, stand fast, hold firm, and die well. 

 

Five thoughts from James 3:13-18 

 

1. Invade your community with humility. 
a. Prov. 15:1-4 

1 A gentle answer turns away wrath, But a harsh word stirs up anger. 

i. Prov. 25:15 By forbearance a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft tongue breaks the 

bone. 
2 The tongue of the wise makes knowledge acceptable, But the mouth of fools spouts folly. 
3 The eyes of the LORD are in every place, Watching the evil and the good. 
4 A soothing tongue is a tree of life, but perversion in it crushes the spirit. 

b. 1 Peter 3:1 Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not 

obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, 

2. Practice what you preach (v. 13). Wisdom is known by her children. 
a. Luke 7:35 “But wisdom is proved right by all her children." 

3. Do not confuse the church with the world. Be as wise as serpents, but as harmless as 

doves. 
a. Matt. 10:16 “Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents 

and innocent as doves. 

4. Learn to be a peacemaker and not a covenant breaker. Keep your world and speak the 

truth with deep seated humility. 

5. Learn to give an answer (apologetic) and not an attack (polemic). 
a. 1 Peter 3:13-16 

13 Who is there to harm you if you prove zealous for what is good? 14 But even if you should suffer 

for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed. AND DO NOT FEAR THEIR INTIMIDATION, AND 

DO NOT BE TROUBLED, 15 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make 

a defense [apologetic] to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet 

with gentleness and reverence; 16 and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are 

slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame. 
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b. A polemic (/pəˈlɛmɪk/) is contentious rhetoric that is intended to support a 

specific position by forthright claims and undermining of the opposing position. 

Polemics are mostly seen in arguments about controversial topics. The practice of 

such argumentation is called polemics. A person who often writes polemics, or who 

speaks polemically, is called a polemicist. The word is derived from Ancient Greek 

̟ολεµικός (polemikos) 'warlike, hostile',[1][2] from ̟όλεµος (polemos) 'war'.”18  

 

c. The New Testament does speak of Elders rebuking [elegcho] those within the 

church who are teaching false doctrine, but I’m not convinced this means calling 

out everyone outside the church. 
i. Tit 1:9 Holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught, that he may be able by sound 

doctrine both to exhort and to [rebuke] convince the gainsayers.  

ii.  Tit 1:13 This witness is true. Wherefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in 

the faith; 

iii.  Tit 2:15 These things speak, and exhort, and rebuke with all authority. Let no man despise 

thee. 

 

James invites us to ask for wisdom. He then shows us what that wisdom looks like in “real time.” 

Friends, the gospel calls us to arms, to attack our enemies with prayer, good behavior, and 

humble service. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

Father, we put ourselves under the workings of the Holy Spirit and ask Him to wash our hearts 

and minds so that in this moment we might think straight and act right. We cannot do this 

ourselves. We believe and trust you can and are. Change us so that we will stay the course, hold 

fast to Christ, and if necessary, die well. Amen. 
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