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Written by Pastor Paddy McCoy, 
Lead Pastor, Crosswalk Portland.

Faith by Design | James 2:14-26
The Ethical Effect — Faith without fruit is false 
(2:14-17) Faith without fruit is futile (2:18-19)
Faith without fruit is fatal (2:20-26)

The closing years of the twentieth century 
saw major changes sweep across our world. 
In the former Soviet Union, Jews who had 
been discriminated against for scores of 
years were freed in growing numbers to 
immigrate to Israel. The Berlin Wall crumbled. 
Eastern Europe taught us that no one could 
be suppressed and discriminated against 
indefinitely. In South Africa change continues 
to be in the wind. We in America must 
remember that we are only one generation 
removed from racial segregation ourselves. 
Yet in the Middle East discrimination is at an 
all-time high, and in the United States there 
is still so much discrimination between black 
and white and Jew and Gentile. Application 
Point: Where are Christians to be when it 
comes to accepting all people in Christ?

WEEK 05 Day 29-35

Faith by Design | James 1:1-12
Words as well as Works — Controlled speech 
is directive (3:1-5)Contentious speech is 
destructive (3:5-8) Conflicting speech is 
deceptive (3:9-12)

There is a new phenomenon capturing 
American culture today. Radio and television 
talk shows dominate the media. We are 
a nation of talkers. What comes out of our 
mouths is so vitally important that James 
devoted twelve entire verses in the middle of 
his letter to the subject. Having just dealt with 
the relationship of faith and works, James 
now deals with the relationship of faith and 
words. Our words reveal what is actually 
hidden in our hearts. Thus, the apostle 
admonishes us to “take note of this; ever- 
yone should be quick to listen, slow to speak, 
and slow to become angry” (James 1:19).

Application Point: Words are powerful. 
Self-esteem and self-confidence are often 
learned or lost in a parent’s words when we 
are children. Our Lord himself considered 
careless speech to be a very serious matter 
(Matthew 12:36-37). Thus, James makes 
three statements about the tongue in James 
3:1-12, and he gives two illustrations for each 
statement.

WEEK 06 Day 36-42



Faith by Design | James 3:13-18
Wisdom — Wisdom of the World (3:13-16) 
Wisdom of the Word (3:17-18)

Knowledge is exploding in our day. Textbooks 
and encyclopedias are behind the times 
almost as soon as they come off the printing 
press. We can travel farther and higher and 
faster than anyone before us. The computer 
age continues to advance at such a pace 
that technology becomes outdated with 
each passing month. However, in the midst 
of this explosion of knowledge, wisdom 
is practically non-existent. Many people’s 
lives are in shambles. Position, power, and 
prosperity have not brought peace and 
purpose. In our modern world, where so 
many homes are disintegrating, so many 
hopes are smashed, and so many dreams 
are dashed, we need wisdom above all else.

Application Point: The world’s wisdom is 
rooted in the secular, the sensual, and the 
satanic. In the words of James 3:15, “Such 
wisdom does not come down from Heaven 
but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil.” 
Never have people needed wisdom more 
than today, and so few of us know where to 
find it. In this paragraph of James’ epistle, 
he examines both kinds of wisdom—the 
wisdom of the world and the wisdom of the 
Word—and he teaches us how to apply the 
wisdom of the Word to our everyday lives.
white and Jew and Gentile. Application 
Point: Where are Christians to be when it 
comes to accepting all people in Christ?

WEEK 07 Day 43-49

Faith by Design | James 1:1-12
War and Peace — War has its symptoms (4:1-3) 
War has its sources (4:7-12)

“What causes fights and quarrels among 
you” (James 4:1)? Our current world situation 
makes James’s opening question as relevant 
in our day as in any previous generation. War 
has been a part of every era of human history. 
No civilization has been immune to it. In the 
early days of the twenty-first century, many 
of the conflicts around the world have their 
roots firmly embedded in centuries of ethnic 
hatred and hostility that are finally reaching 
the boiling point. The Bible tells us that in the 
last days there will be an escalation of wars, 
eventually culminating in a final climactic 
battle, Armageddon.

Application Point: War is real. Some of us 
are at war with ourselves, as our flesh wars 
with the Spirit. Others of us are at war in our 
homes. Some of us are even at war with God. 
What causes these fights and quarrels? We 
who are living on the brink of an apocalyptic 
war should heed the words of James. He 
reveals that war has its symptoms, its 
sources, and its solutions.
James 3:1-12, and he gives two illustrations 
for each statement.

WEEK 08 Day 50-56



Introduction:

Today is the day! We are going to begin to look at our faith, our life, and what 
God would have us be and do. We will do this through a study in the book of James, 
and we will also spend 14 weeks breaking down who we are, and what we want our 
faith and our religion to be. Without doing this, we will always stay in the beginning 
stages of our faith, and we will never be able to get that higher level of thinking and 
living and believing. We call this higher level “faith maturity” and we can all get there. 

Have you ever held a really well designed spoon. I know that seems silly, but 
seriously, have you? I have a friend who loves making spoons by hand, and I love 
him for it. When my father died, he sent me a spoon through a mutual friend, as he 
lives in Australia. This spoon is amazing. The balance is perfect, it is big enough to 
be efficient, and it looks cool. Leighton, I will always treasure that gift you made with 
your own hands. 

When things are designed well, they have a tendency to work well and be the 
most effective things in our lives. They become useful and help us be the people we 
need to be. I’ve spent a lot of time looking at design thinking, experience design, 
and innovation, and I have always felt these principles would go well in a faith  
setting. So today it begins, we begin to redesign our lives of faith. 

I believe God is the author of good design. He put thought into us before he 
created us. He didn’t slap-dash us together, rather, he built into us everything we 
would need to be not only amazing, but compassionate and merciful. The greater 
qualities he gave us are not the most forceful all the time, so sometimes we have to 
create infrastructures in our lives for them to shine through. 

That is what we are trying to do. Thanks for coming on this journey with us. I 
hope it changes you, I know it is changing me. 

Pastor Timothy Gillespie
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WEEK 5
Written by Pastor Paddy McCoy, Lead Pastor, Crosswalk Portland.

JAMES 2:14-26 (NLT)
Faith without Good Deeds Is Dead

14 What good is it, dear brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but don’t 
show it by your actions? Can that kind of faith save anyone? 15 Suppose you 
see a brother or sister who has no food or clothing, 16 and you say, “Good-bye 
and have a good day; stay warm and eat well”—but then you don’t give that 
person any food or clothing. What good does that do?

17 So you see, faith by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is 
dead and useless.

18 Now someone may argue, “Some people have faith; others have good 
deeds.” But I say, “How can you show me your faith if you don’t have good 
deeds? I will show you my faith by my good deeds.”

19 You say you have faith, for you believe that there is one God.[a] Good for 
you! Even the demons believe this, and they tremble in terror. 20 How foolish! 
Can’t you see that faith without good deeds is useless?

21 Don’t you remember that our ancestor Abraham was shown to be right with 
God by his actions when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see, his 
faith and his actions worked together. His actions made his faith complete. 23 
And so it happened just as the Scriptures say: “Abraham believed God, and 
God counted him as righteous because of his faith.”[b] He was even called the 
friend of God. 24 So you see, we are shown to be right with God by what we 
do, not by faith alone.

25 Rahab the prostitute is another example. She was shown to be right with 
God by her actions when she hid those messengers and sent them safely 
away by a different road. 26 Just as the body is dead without breath, so also 
faith is dead without good works.



Faith without fruit is false — 14-17
Faith without fruit is futile - 18-19
Faith without fruit is fatal - 20-26

Like many passages in the book of 
James, James 2:14-26 has been 
widely discussed and wrestled with 

for generations. On the surface, it seems 
to emphasize the importance of actions, or 
as it is often translated, “works.” In fact, it 
could come across as if James is arguing 
that it’s your “works” that save you. How-
ever, the problem is a misunderstanding of 
the core issue.

As we come to this passage, we have 
to first of all recognize that James was 
writing to Jews who had grown up with a 
strong focus on the law and doctrine. Of 
course these Jews were also Christians, 
which means that they had accepted Jesus 
as their Lord and Savior, as the fulfillment 
of the law, and as the ingredient for  
their salvation.

But these same Jews were still 
learning the difference between being 
steeped in the law and Jewish tradition, 
and what it means to follow Jesus. They 
were still wrestling with the idea of Jesus 
being on the throne of their hearts, instead 
of the Torah, or the temple, or Abraham, 
or Moses. James, throughout his letter, 
is trying to help them see what a life 
following Jesus looks like and how it differs 
from their past lives.

With his strong emphasis on the 
teachings of Jesus, specifically the Sermon 
on the Mount, and inspired by his time 
meditating on the book of Proverbs, he 
writes. And in this passage, he tries to 
explain to the Jews that if they put their 
trust in Jesus, fully and completely, and if 
they truly believe that He was and is God, 
then their lives will show it. They will live 
AS IF God really does love them as Jesus 
loved, that God really is present as Jesus 
was present, that God really will work in 
and through us as He did Jesus. These 
truths, rooted deep in our hearts, will 
change how we live our lives.

And in a country where too many 
people claim to follow Jesus and yet seem 
to act nothing like Him, we need the truths 
in this passage. We need to be reminded 
that claiming to believe in Jesus or follow 
Him isn’t going to change the world; trying 
to be Jesus to the world just might. It’s like 
the apostle Paul said in his first letter that 
was written to the churches in Galatia, 
“I have been crucified with Christ. It is 
no longer I who live, but Christ who lives 
in me. And the life I now live in the flesh 
I live by faith (trust) in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave himself for me.”  
(Galatians 2: 20)

Our works don’t save us, but living our 
life in such a way that shows our belief that 
Jesus does? That just may save the world.
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DAY 29
Fruit/Faith



1 —	Can you pinpoint anything in your life that is different or has changed with Jesus 
as your Savior, your center, versus the life you lived before knowing Him more? 

2 —	In what ways do you see professed Christians not living out the life and teachings  
of Jesus?

3 —	In what ways do you see professed Christians trying to model their lives after 
the life and teachings of Jesus? 

 

08



I don’t know about you, but I’ve always 
had a hard time defining faith. In the 
past, I’ve defined it as a set of beliefs, 

but that didn’t seem complete, or exciting.
Of course, I’ve used the famous pas-

sage in Hebrews 11: 1, “Faith shows the  
reality of what we hope for; it is the evidence 
of things we cannot see.” And that works 
for sure, but an even more simplistic defi-
nition I now have for faith comes from the 
Greek word for faith, “pistis.” Of the different 
ways to translate this word, I like the word 
“trust” the most. So in other words, faith for 
me is about who I trust.

This helps me a lot when I read this 
passage, because it seems like James is 
speaking to a problem amongst some of 
these Jewish believers in Jesus, and the 
problem seems to be people saying that 
they believe in Jesus for their life and their 
salvation, but their lives are no different be-
cause of it. They continue to chant the She-
ma which they have twice a day for their 
whole lives, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our 
God, the Lord is one.” (Deuteronomy 6: 4). 
They go to synagogue each week, and they 
do what they’re supposed to do according 
to their rituals and traditions, and yet, they 
now believe in Jesus. But what is different 

about their lives now that Jesus is their 
Lord? What’s changed and what difference 
does their “faith” make in their daily lives?

These are some of the issues that 
James seems to be addressing in this pas-
sage. In today’s focus, he even uses an ex-
ample of a brother or sister who has no food 
or clothing for the day. It’s not that the broth-
er or sister doesn’t have any food in their 
cupboard or clothes in their closet; it’s that 
they are literally hungry and naked now.

Surely a follower of Jesus who be-
lieves and trusts in Him would not just pass 
by the person in need, would they? I mean, 
Jesus not only told us to love one another, 
He showed us how and commanded us 
to do the same (John 13: 34-35). So if we 
believe in Jesus, if we follow His teachings, 
if we TRUST in Him, then wouldn’t we see 
ourselves in this moment as Jesus’ answer 
to this man’s or this woman’s need?

James is saying that if our faith in Jesus 
doesn’t produce this kind of response, this 
kind of fruit in our lives, then it’s a false faith. 
It’s more for looks than for action, and James’ 
argument throughout this entire letter is that 
following after Jesus changes you. It chang-
es what you believe, it changes what you do, 
and it changes who you are, for the better.
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James 2: 14-17

14 What good is it, dear brothers and sisters, if you say you have 
faith but don’t show it by your actions? Can that kind of faith save 
anyone? 15 Suppose you see a brother or sister who has no food 
or clothing, 16 and you say, “Good-bye and have a good day; stay 
warm and eat well”—but then you don’t give that person any food 
or clothing. What good does that do? 17 So you see, faith by itself 
isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is dead and useless.

DAY 30



1 — How would you define faith? 

2 —	Why do you think it can be so easy for us to go to church, sing the songs, hear the 
sermons, but change little to nothing about our lives?

3 —	How do you think we go about the work of trusting in Jesus more than in  
ourselves or our institutions or our political parties or really anything else?
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Hands down, I think this passage 
is the most striking of the week. 
James isn’t messing around. The 

gloves are off and the goats are running 
wild (ok, I’m not sure what that last saying 
means).

James is saying, “Look, you say you 
believe in God, right? Great, even the 
demons believe in God. So what? What 
difference does it make in your life? How 
are you better than a demon?”

It is clear in this book that James had 
first-hand experience with Jesus. There are 
many echoes from Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5-7) in his letter, as well as 
other teachings of Jesus. And having spent 
so much time with Jesus, James would have 
seen how the demons responded when 
they encountered Jesus. They fell at His 
feet and declared who He was, the Son of 
the Most High God. (see Mark 3: 11 and 5: 7 
for examples). And it’s an interesting aside 
to note that as powerful as the demons 
seemed to the people, they all had to obey 
whatever Jesus said because He was in 
charge, not them.

James says that if you claim faith, 
or trust, in God but nothing else in your 
life is different because of it, then you’re 
just like those demons and your faith is  
futile, useless.

So what makes us different from the 
demons? It’s how we respond. It’s what 
we do with the knowledge that Jesus is 
the Word that became flesh and made His 
dwelling among us. That Jesus is God’s 
clearest revelation of who He is and how 
much He loves us. It’s all about who we trust 
in-God, or ourselves? God, or our talents? 
God, or money? God and His goodness, 
or the devil and his lies? Where is our 
faith/trust and what fruit is it producing in  
our lives?
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James 2: 18-20

18 Now someone may argue, “Some people have faith; others 
have good deeds.” But I say, “How can you show me your faith if 
you don’t have good deeds? I will show you my faith by my good 
deeds.” 19 You say you have faith, for you believe that there is 
one God. Good for you! Even the demons believe this, and they 
tremble in terror. 20 How foolish! Can’t you see that faith without 
good deeds is useless?

DAY 31



1 —	Why do you think James uses demons to compare a life fully trusting in God vs a 
life where we say we believe but we clearly don’t trust? 

2 —	If we talk about our “works” as fruit, then what kind of fruit can knowing Jesus 
produce in our lives (see Galatians 5: 22 for help)?

3 —	Do you find your faith useful in your life, does it seem to make a difference, or 
does it too often feel useless, like something you put on and take off when you 
go to church? If it feels useless, can you think of anything you could do to change 
that feeling?
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Now James goes to the Jewish vault 
of heroes to bring out the “big 
guns” of the faith. For the Jew, he 

gives two examples of people who exem-
plified the kind of life he is talking about. 
However, it’s important to note for us that 
these heroes weren’t perfect.

As critical as Abraham is to the Jewish 
faith and our history, and as much as the 
phrase, “Abraham believed God, and God 
counted him as righteous because of his 
faith” is repeated, Abraham had his own 
challenges. If you remember, God had told 
Abraham, who had no children, that He 
was going to bless him with more offspring 
than there are stars in the sky. However, 
from Abraham’s perspective God was 
slow in fulfilling his promise, so at one 
point he and his wife Sarah take matters 
into their own hands. Out of that comes 
marital strife, hurt and pain. It wasn’t a 
good situation. All because they got tired 
of waiting and trusted in themselves more 
than God.

Thankfully, that wasn’t the end of 
Abraham’s story. Because of God’s mercy, 
Abraham eventually did have a son with his 
wife, Sarah. But then Abraham was tested 
in his faith to see if he really trusted in God 
and God’s promise. Abraham was faithful, 
believing that God was good and would 
provide and he acted upon that belief.

Look, at the end of the day, I believe 
that God wants the same thing for us. He 
wants us to believe that He really is loving 
and good, and then He wants us to live 
our life in such a way that affirms and is 
consistent with that belief. And He doesn’t 
want that for us because He’s demanding, 
He wants that for us because He knows it’s 
the best way for us to live life; fully trusting 
in Him and His love and care for us.
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21 Don’t you remember that our ancestor Abraham was shown to 
be right with God by his actions when he offered his son Isaac on 
the altar? 22 You see, his faith and his actions worked together. 
His actions made his faith complete. 23 And so it happened just as 
the Scriptures say: “Abraham believed God, and God counted him 
as righteous because of his faith.” He was even called the friend 
of God.

James 2: 21-23
DAY 32



1 —	Do you believe that God is truly good and loving and wants the best for your life? 
If not, what keeps you from believing? If so, what’s one thing you can do today to 
live into this truth? 

2 —Who are your heroes of the faith, the people you admire and look up to and 
would want to be like when it comes to living the life of faith?

3 —	What is it that these heroes do that you admire and would want to emulate?
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I am so fascinated by the use of Rahab 
in this passage and in the Scriptures.

We first meet Rahab in the book 
of Joshua, chapter 2, and all we’re told 
about her is that she was a prostitute. 
We also know that she was considered 
a heathen by the Jews, someone who 
wasn’t an Israelite and not raised as a 
believer in the one true God. And yet, this 
same woman becomes a hero in the story 
because of her profession of God and 
her protection of two Israelite spies, and 
then she becomes an example throughout 
Jewish history as the mother of all those 
who convert to faith in God. Rahab is even 
mentioned in the lineage of Jesus!

So what was it that made this 
woman, who admittedly had a rough past, 
change her ways and live a better life? She 
encountered the God of Israel. In Joshua 
2:11, she professes to the Israelite spies, 
“the Lord your God, is the supreme God of 
the heavens above and the earth below.” 
Rahab was putting all of her eggs in one 
basket, God’s. She was convinced that He 
was good and mighty and powerful, and 
that He could do what He said He would 

do. Then, she lived into that belief, that 
trust, that faith.

James ends this passage by saying 
that faith without that kind of action, that 
fruit, is not only false, it’s not only futile, 
but it’s actually fatal. The word for dead in 
the Greek is literally that, lifeless, without 
breath, nothing.

If God can make an Old Testament 
prostitute an example of faith for 
generations to come, maybe He can do the 
same with you and me. 
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24 So you see, we are shown to be right with God by what we do, 
not by faith alone. 25 Rahab the prostitute is another example. She 
was shown to be right with God by her actions when she hid those 
messengers and sent them safely away by a different road. 26 Just 
as the body is dead without breath, so also faith is dead without 
good works.

James 2:24-26
DAY 33



1 —	How would you describe your faith? Which of the following definitions are you 
closer to: 1-my faith is living an active, an integral part of my life that I depend on 
regularly, 2-My faith is something I used as a descriptor, a title of sorts, but it’s 
not something I live by.

2 —If you’re closer to definition 2 than 1, do you think you’d want to make a change? 
If so, what would be your ideal way of interacting with your faith?

3 —	What are some steps you could take today to move the needle so that your life 
reflects your faith in word/deed/action/fruit?
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She came into my office and plopped 
down on the couch after a chapel 
service one day. You could tell that 

something heavy was on her heart. I knew 
her, not well, but what I knew of her was 
that she was sincere, kind, and as I often 
say, a good egg.

“Pastor Paddy,” she said, “I’ve been 
told my whole life that baptism is important 
and that if I believe in Jesus, then I have to 
be baptized. But I’ve been confused, too, 
because I believe that Jesus has the power 
to save someone even without baptism.” You 
could tell she wasn’t just thinking out loud, 
but she had been praying and struggling 
with these thoughts for some time.

“Look at the thief on the cross,” she 
went on. “He wasn’t baptized and Jesus 
said that he would be in paradise. I’m not 
against baptism, I just don’t understand 
why I have to do it. Can you help?”

Immediately, I did what I always do in 
these types of situations, especially with 
these types of questions; I prayed in my 
head, “Lord, please help me know what  
to say.”

I asked her a few more questions 
about her past and her spiritual journey. 
She clearly had a love for Jesus and 
believed in Him and His teachings.

As we talked, I felt led to talk with 
her about marriage. I told her that when 
a couple falls in love, they do that in their 
own hearts first. They spend time together, 
they get to know each other, and over 
time they fall in love and over time they 
choose to commit to each other. Most of 

that happens inside first. However, there 
comes a point in time when those two 
are ready to commit their lives to each 
other, and they want the whole world to 
know how they feel about each other, and 
so they publicly declare their love and 
devotion to each other in front of family 
and friends.

I told her that baptism is similar. At 
first, we go through a falling in love with 
Jesus. We spend time with Him, learn more 
about Him and HIs teachings. But then, 
there comes a time when we are ready 
to say that we want to spend our whole 
lives with Him and we want the whole 
world to know it. So what do we do? We 
get baptized as a way of declaring to our 
friends and family that we love Jesus and 
choose to follow Him.

When we got done talking, I prayed 
and told her to let me know when she 
would like to get back together and keep 
talking. I figured that we’d have a long 
road ahead of us, navigating what baptism 
is and isn’t.

To my utter surprise, she called me 
later that night and said, “Pastor Paddy, I 
want to do it! I want to get married to my 
best friend.” It was her way of saying she 
wanted to get baptized.

And I have to tell you, of all the 
baptisms I’ve done, this one was one of 
my favorites. The girl’s mom had made 
food for the wedding—I mean baptism—
reception afterwards. The girl entered, 
marching to the wedding music that her 
friends were playing. She was wearing 
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James 2: 14-26
DAY 34



1 —	If you have been baptized, can you remember why you made that decision and 
what you remember from that day that was special to you? If you haven’t, what 
may be holding you back?

2 —	What are some ways that you have found that really help you connect with 
God? List some of your favorite types of activities that you enjoy using in your 
walk with God.

3 —	Knowing that you learn to trust God the more you spend time with Him, just 
like any relationship, what are some areas in your spiritual life that you’d like to  
improve upon and/or need help with? 

white (don’t worry, she changed before we 
went into the water), and she spoke her 
vows to God. I spoke God’s vows to her 
by reading different passages in Scripture. 
Afterwards, we went down into the water 
as she married her best friend.

Faith naturally produces fruit in our 
lives and that fruit changes us. It can even 
change the people around us. If it doesn’t 
produce this change or this fruit, then it’s 

not faith according to James. It may be 
false, or futile, or even fatal, but it’s not 
faith.

And it all begins with investing fully 
into that relationship with the only one 
who is worthy of your trust. The more you 
spend time with Him, devote your life to 
His, the more fruit you will grow and the 
more change will come.
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We live in a day when in many 
cities the church is losing its 
place of respect and influence. 

While many church members are quick 
to say they are people of faith, the world 
shouts back with the haunting question 
of James 2:16, “What good is it?” Because 
the church has lost its voice in so many 
communities, our whole nation is involved 
in an ethical effect.

And yet we know that when we invest 
in our relationship with God, when we look 
to Jesus as the author and perfecter of our 
faith, when we learn to trust in Him, the 
fruit of faith will be produced in our lives 
and our words and our actions can start 
to match up.

So if the book of James is a window 
into what the life with Jesus looks like, 
then how are we doing? 

I was 32 years old when I was asked 
this question for the very first time. An 
elderly woman who I didn’t recognize 
walked up to me in the waiting area of a 
doctor’s office, entered into my personal 
space, and said, “Hey, how are you and 
Jesus doing?” My first response was, “And 
your name is?” I was shocked, but after 
the shock wore off and I reflected on this 
moment, I realized, I was 32 years old and 
no one had ever asked me that question. 
I was a pastor, and at this point in my life 
I had interviewed for several jobs related 
to living out my faith and my calling, and 
yet no one asked me how Jesus and I  
were doing.

Of course, I hadn’t asked others that 
question either. Maybe I was afraid of the 
answer. Maybe I wasn’t confident enough 
in my own walk to ask someone else about 
theirs.

Either way, nowadays I make it a 
point to ask those I have the privilege of 
sitting with in a meaningful conversation, 
“Hey, how are you and Jesus doing?” I do 
this because I believe it’s the most import-
ant question I could ask. Because, you see, 
when we can support each other in our 
spiritual walk, when we can help each oth-
er trust in Jesus more, then I believe our 
lives will produce fruit that show the world 
that He is the Lord of our lives. When that 
happens, I believe the kingdom of God be-
gins to shine even brighter here on earth 
as in heaven.
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DAY 35
Sermon



Here are some questions to get you thinking:

1—	 How are you and Jesus doing? 
2—	 What things do you find in your life that you seem to put more trust in than Jesus? 
3—	 What are some steps you could take this week to remove your dependency on those 

things and seek to make Jesus more central in your life? 
4—	 Who are some of the people you look up to, your heroes of the faith, that you have the 

ability to connect with and how might connecting with them regularly help strength-
en your faith? 

5—	 What are some ways we can discern whether or not a person is living by their faith 
versus just using their faith as a check box for an hour or two on a Sabbath? 

6—	 I often find that my own busyness in life keeps me from seeing the needs of those 
around me and, thus, I miss the opportunity to live my faith out because I’m too dis-
tracted. What might be some ways to slow down and be more aware of those needs 
and how God may have equipped me to meet those needs?

7—	 Why do you think so many Christians profess faith, show up to church, but their lives 
don’t reflect the life of Jesus in any way? 

8—	 How do you and I avoid the same problem? 
9—	 Do you believe that there is nothing you can do that “works” to make God love you 

more, and there is nothing you can do that “works” to make God love you less? How 
might the answer to this affect how you live out your faith? 

Application Point: The conflict between faith and works is age old. The whole argument 
originated in the issue addressed in James 2:14-26. The ethical effect, that is faith without 
fruit, is the burden of James 2:14-26. James reveals to us that a faith without fruit is false, 
futile, and fatal.
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WEEK 6
JAMES 3:1-12 (NLT)

Controlling the Tongue
1 Dear brothers and sisters, not many of you should become teachers in the 
church, for we who teach will be judged more strictly. 2 Indeed, we all make 
many mistakes. For if we could control our tongues, we would be perfect and 
could also control ourselves in every other way.

3 We can make a large horse go wherever we want by means of a small bit in its 
mouth. 4 And a small rudder makes a huge ship turn wherever the pilot chooses 
to go, even though the winds are strong. 5 In the same way, the tongue is a small 
thing that makes grand speeches.

But a tiny spark can set a great forest on fire. 6 And among all the parts of the 
body, the tongue is a flame of fire. It is a whole world of wickedness, corrupting 
your entire body. It can set your whole life on fire, for it is set on fire by hell itself.

7 People can tame all kinds of animals, birds, reptiles, and fish, 8 but no one 
can tame the tongue. It is restless and evil, full of deadly poison. 9 Sometimes 
it praises our Lord and Father, and sometimes it curses those who have been 
made in the image of God. 10 And so blessing and cursing come pouring out 
of the same mouth. Surely, my brothers and sisters, this is not right! 11 Does a 
spring of water bubble out with both fresh water and bitter water? 12 Does a fig 
tree produce olives, or a grapevine produce figs? No, and you can’t draw fresh 
water from a salty spring.



This starts out kind of strange. He 
uses a term of endearment (dear), 
and then immediately tells them 

what they “shouldn’t” be. It seems he is 
hesitant to let people teach in the church 
because there will be harsher judgment on 
them. Perhaps he is worried about deceit 
and manipulation that has been happen-
ing in some of the churches by those Paul 
called “super-apostles.”(2nd Corinthians 
11:5) These were false teachers, teaching 
something other than the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.

He gives a little ground in the second 
verse. He reminds us that all of us make 
mistakes, but that controlling our tongues 
is not so easy; if it were, we could control 
the rest of ourselves. I think this was pretty 
kind of him to say. Honestly, I speak for a 
living, I teach scripture and try to apply it 
to my life and yours. I get the words wrong 
ALL THE TIME, I make mistakes, I say 
illustrations that shouldn’t be said. I am 
sure I offend others—although I don’t mean 
too. Teaching and preaching is difficult on 
a good day, and disastrous on a bad day, 
and anti-gospel on the worst days. 

Anyone who teaches or speaks for a 
living understands this. Many of you come 
to church for a “good word” and hopefully 

receive one most of the time. However, as 
church-goers, we need to make sure we are 
not just consumers of the words spoken, 
but doers as well. When a word convicts, 
there should be an uncomfortable feeling 
in our guts. When a word stings, we know 
it was just for us. When a word is offensive, 
we have to first check our hearts to see if 
God is trying to tell us something.

Early in my ministry, I had to preach 
on a Friday night for a collegiate group 
and then on the next day, Sabbath, at my 
church. Friday night went really well, which 
was a relief. So well, in fact, that I figured I 
would just forget what I had worked on for 
church and do this same talk again... What 
a mistake!

I didn’t seem to realize that a group of 
young adults and a group of very not young 
adults would receive my words with very 
different ears. As much as the Friday night 
group loved it, the Sabbath morning group 
did not. It was quiet through the jokes, 
uncomfortable through the illustrations, 
and by the end, the tension in the room was 
not because of a “hard word” given, but 
because of many misplaced words. I had 
missed the mark that morning, and it was 
my fault. I won’t tell you what happened 
next, but I will say this. Some church 

1 Dear brothers and sisters, not many of you should become teach-
ers in the church, for we who teach will be judged more strictly. 2 
Indeed, we all make many mistakes. For if we could control our 
tongues, we would be perfect and could also control ourselves 
in every other way. 3 We can make a large horse go wherever we 
want by means of a small bit in its mouth.
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James 3:1-3 
DAY 36



1 —	Write down an exchange you had with someone that did not go well. Could you 
have used different words? 

2 —	How can you “tame your tongue”? What would it take to begin to use language 
that heals?

3 —	How can you de-escalate an argument, whether at home or at church, when you 
don’t agree with someone, or when someone doesn’t agree with you? 

members are gracious to young pastors—
believing they can learn, and some are not. 

But what I learned that weekend 
was the power of a word. Words can slay 
or words can build. They can make things 
better or worse. Words have the power to 
inspire or the power to tear down. Words are 
not light things, but heavy and burdensome 
at times. We must take them seriously.

That last text, verse 3, says that you 
can lead a large horse around by a small 

bit. This is simply saying that the right word 
at the right time is important. The next time 
you speak, the next time you post, the next 
time you communicate, think about what 
you want the outcome to be. Where do you 
want to lead people with your words? Are 
they worth saying, will they bring people 
together, can you show love through them?

 
Words matter. A lot. 
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James continues using metaphor to 
talk about the importance of words 
and the tongue. He is making a case 

for how powerful words really are. They can 
help people change direction, they can help 
people grow from one viewpoint to another. 
But for as small as it is, it has tremendous 
power. 

I had a flashlight that someone gave 
me. It was pretty small, but the light was 
intense. It was one of those military flash-
lights that could seriously hurt someone’s 
eyes if they looked into it at any given mo-
ment. I used to sit in the backyard and point 
it at trees and bushes and every once in a 
while it would scare a wild animal away. 
Even though it was small, it had a great 
deal of power. 

So do your words. The idea of a forest 
fire sparking is something that those of us 
in Southern California are deeply aware of. 
A small spark can destroy everything. Or, it 
can set the world on fire. Think of the great-
est speeches you have ever heard. The Get-
tysburg address was only 272 words long. 
It clocked in at just under 2 minutes, but its 
words endure to this day. Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s “I have a dream speech” delivered 
on August 28, 1963, while much longer, has 

captured, held, and shaped the thoughts of 
many over the years. 

The text says that “the tongue is a 
small thing that makes grand speeches.” 
Some translations use the word “boast” 
for what the tongue can do, i.e. boast of 
great things. However, the NLT translation 
says that “great speeches” can come from 
the tongue. To use the word “boast” might 
be heard as negative, and this is perhaps 
not the intent of the author. Rather, great 
speeches means that it can be both inspi-
rational and aspirational in its intent. 

Aspirational. What do you aspire to be, 
to contribute, to be remembered for? When 
was the last time you thought about what 
you aspired toward? It is very possible to 
live in such a manner that you forget your 
aspirations. Sometimes, excellent is the en-
emy of the good, and so we don’t get things 
done, we wallow in our present context, un-
able to move forward, scared we won’t do 
so well, and fearful we will fail completely. 
But living with aspiration is one of the most 
important things we can do. 

To me, Jesus is the most aspirational 
character that we can see. To meditate on 
and study his life is the thing that inspires 
me most in life. We often take those sto-
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4 And a small rudder makes a huge ship turn wherever the pilot 
chooses to go, even though the winds are strong. 5 In the same 
way, the tongue is a small thing that makes grand speeches. But a 
tiny spark can set a great forest on fire. 6 And among all the parts 
of the body, the tongue is a flame of fire. It is a whole world of 
wickedness, corrupting your entire body. It can set your whole life 
on fire, for it is set on fire by hell itself.

DAY 37
James 3:4-6



1 —	To what do you aspire? 

2 —	What inspires you? 

3 —	How can your tongue be an asset to you in the conversations you have about 
your faith? 

ries that we have learned over the years 
and have put them in a back pocket of 
our thoughts, and we only deal with Jesus 
in the most philosophical way. However, 
as we study anew the stories of Jesus, his 

life and ministry, we are inspired anew to 
live our lives differently. The words on our 
tongues become the overflow of our hearts, 
and our hearts are filled with Jesus. This is a 
good recipe for us to live by. 
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James is using this illustration of tam-
ing the animals as a pretty common 
understanding of what humans do. 

The idea that we domesticate animals, 
that we can train and tame animals would 
have been very relevant in the lives of the 
ancients. When livelihoods depend on the 
connection with the animals that allow you 
to have industry, food, and even commerce, 
how you can work with your animals is very 
important. 

The tongue, however, is not such a 
docile creature. In fact, James calls it evil 
and full of deadly poison, and it can both 
praise God and rain down curses on those 
whom God created. And that seems to be 
the dilemma most of us face. We have these 
tongues that are our best asset, but also 
our worst enemies, and most of us spend 
our lives trying to both tame them and use 
them in a way that lifts up others and for-
wards the work of Christ in the world. 

I grew up in a home where sarcasm 
was our economy. The one with the quick-
est tongue would often be the one who won 
the day. We weren’t so much mean as we 
were constantly sparring to make sure we 
had a voice in the conversation. This was 
just our family culture, and I thought it was 
pretty common in other families as well. It 
took me quite a while to understand that 
my economy of words was seen as not only 

aggressive, but mean by many of my early 
colleagues. I would like to say that I have 
tamed my tongue, but I often fall into old 
patterns of speech that can be destructive. 
I have lots of work to do, and I pray often 
that my words will not be the undoing of 
the gospel in someone’s life. 

The last phrase in verse 9 always gives 
me pause: “It curses those who have been 
made in the image of God.” I guess we have 
to ask the question, who is made in the im-
age of God? Is it just the people who look 
like me, that I know, that I agree with? If we 
are all made in the image of God, then we 
need to be on the lookout for when we are 
beginning to communicate in a way that 
does not honor the image of God in other’s 
lives. I think this is particularly true when 
we are online. While the last few months 
have been particularly difficult and divided, 
and the upcoming months will probably 
hold the same, we need to be considerably 
thoughtful about the way we communicate 
our opinions and our associations. While 
the world is so divided, the church doesn’t 
have to be. We can disagree, while still 
staying in fellowship. But, HOW we speak 
and interact becomes paramount to being 
able to continue fellowshipping together. 

In all interactions, it is important that 
we work not to be slaves to our tongues. 
They are difficult to tame.
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7 People can tame all kinds of animals, birds, reptiles, and fish, 8 
but no one can tame the tongue. It is restless and evil, full of deadly 
poison. 9 Sometimes it praises our Lord and Father, and sometimes 
it curses those who have been made in the image of God.

DAY 38
James 3:7-9



1 —	Can you remember a time when your tongue became poison to someone?

2 —	What kind of things can you do that will help you be slow to speak, especially  
in anger.

3 —	Have you ever written a letter and put it in a drawer before you sent it? Did that 
help you cool off before you said something you couldn’t take back? 
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Now this is confusing. James switch-
es from “tongue” to “mouth.” It is 
possible that his words may be 

reminiscent of Jesus’s teaching about the 
defilement of speech. (Matthew 15:11, 17-
18). As well, he uses the term “my brethren,” 
translated as brothers and sisters, not as 
an introduction to a new topic, but for em-
phasis. He is trying to make an impassioned 
plea to his readers. It was meant to be in-
clusive, therefore the translation of “brothers 
and sisters,” as we all have this problem with 
our mouths. 

I quote this scripture a great deal, 
but Luke 6:45 “...from the overflow of the 
heart the mouth speaks.” This means what 
is in our hearts is what comes out of our 
mouths, and we need to have God contin-
ually searching our hearts in order for our 
mouths to speak those things which will 
bring grace and compassion to others. Now, 
you may not be interested in grace and com-
passion coming from your mouth, but if that 
is the case, I wonder why not? What are we 
to be, as Christians, to the world? How do 
the words we speak bring unity and growth 
to the world around us? Are the words we 
speak ordained of God, or are they acknowl-
edging that we have anger, fear, and hatred 
inside of us? 

You see, our mouths are weapons, they 
are tools, they are springs of life or screams 
of death. I know that is pretty serious, but 
that is how serious words are. I spend most 
of my life speaking to people, whether it is 
from a pulpit, a classroom, or one-on-one. 
When not speaking, I am writing, and I have 
to think clearly about what I am going to 
say. I know when I am doing well with God, 
with others, and with myself, as well, I know 
when things are shaky. My heart tells my 
mouth the truth about me, even when my 
brain doesn’t quite get it. 

How do you know the state of your 
heart? Listen to your words. 

That’s a pretty simple formula, but it 
“speaks” volumes into what you are feeling 
inside your heart. If your words are harsh 
and angry, it is time to search for what is re-
ally going on inside. Words don’t start in the 
mouth and on the tongue, they start in the 
heart. If your words are unifying and com-
passionate, then your heart is probably in a 
good place to begin with. 

Doing heart checks are important. We 
sometimes allow ourselves to forget what is 
happening in our hearts, and then we are 
confused as to what is coming out of our 
mouths. When we get confused, it’s time 
to reset, find some time to reflect, and do a 
heart check. 
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10 And so blessing and cursing come pouring out of the same 
mouth. Surely, my brothers and sisters, this is not right! 

DAY 39
 James 3:10



1 —	When was the last time you did a heart check?

2 —	What has been breaking your heart lately? 

3 —	How can you align your heart closer to the heart of God? 
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Okay, I recognize that this is getting 
a little weird. But the question is a 
good one. Can water coming out of 

a spring be both fresh and salty? Interest-
ingly, it can, and often would in the waters 
around Palestine, particularly in the Jordan 
rift valley. While certainly not the only place 
this happens in the world, it surely would 
be difficult to have this phenomena happen 
in such an arid area. 

When we went to Israel with the 
Crosswalk Destinations crew in 2019, we 
were able to be in the area where this 
would have happened. The Jordan rift val-
ley is an ancient place, with an even more 
ancient feel. While beautiful in a desert way, 
it is also rugged and barren. Can you imag-
ine being a traveler in that desert, seeing a 
spring, a source of life-giving water, only to 
find that it is brackish? Not only would that 
be disappointing, it would be life-threaten-
ing in certain circumstances. 

Perhaps this is what it is like when you 
are hoping for a gracious word of encour-
agement from a Christian brother or sister, 
and rather than sweet and life-giving water 
of love, you are given the brackish water of 
criticism and anger. I think this happens all 
too often in our lives. We go away thirsty, 
empty, and with a bitter taste in our mouths. 
Unfortunately, there are always those who 
look to tear a brother or sister down, and 
they don’t always have a reason, except for 
the condition of their heart. 

The truth is, a spring is only as good 
as its source. 

Where the water comes from is real-
ly important. So what is the source of your 
love and what is the source of your anger? 
From where do they come? And how can 
you slow down enough to know which 
source to tap? 

When I was growing up in the 80’s our 
main source of water throughout the sum-
mer was the garden hose. This was well 
before we had “bottled” water. We would 
have thought it foolish to get water from 
a bottle. Hoses were just fine. The taste of 
warm rubber making the bouquet just per-
fect on a 100 degree summer day! It was 
gross, but we didn’t care, we were young 
and dehydrated. 

While James is about to make the 
point that the water is only as good as its 
source, it is interesting to see that when a 
spring has more than one source, the out-
put is inconsistent. So this is the question 
today: 

What is the source you pull from? 
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11 Does a spring of water bubble out with both fresh water and 
bitter water? 

DAY 40
 James 3:11



1 —	Do you ever feel like you have a divided heart? 

2 —	What do you read/listen to that gives you hope? 

3 —	Are you allowing good things into your heart, or do you allow things that shouldn’t 
get inside to destroy the good that is in you? 
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Now, James decides to give us the 
natural flora and fauna of the region 
to make his point. The biggest point 

is that one kind of tree has to make fruit that 
is within its nature to bear. This is a bit dif-
ferent than the previous illustration that he 
uses, but the point is well made. The truth 
is that having both positive and negative 
speech is not what God wants from us.

As humans, we are super complicated. 
We all know that. But the gospel is pushing 
us toward a greater experience of grace and 
we are to give that away as a gift. When our 
speech is ugly, angry, and ungraceful, we are 
not representing the gospel well. And the 
truth is, if we believe in the gospel, then we 
believe the gospel is something that is sup-
posed to be integrated into every part of our 
being. That means whatever we are pulling 
from in our lives needs to have a portion of 
the gospel attached to it. 

I find this particularly hard in disagree-
ment. I know I have said this so many times 
you are probably getting tired of hearing 
it, but we have to learn to communicate in 
ways that don’t distract from the gospel. 
This does not mean that we need to agree 
with everyone around us, but we have to 
find a way to communicate with respect, 
with grace, and with compassion. 

While counseling is not my forte, I find 
myself in the situation often. I find that those 
couples who can communicate through a 
crisis are much better off. Too often, people 
find themselves fighting about how they are 

fighting with one another, and that creates 
an added tension that keeps them away 
from solving the real problems they need to 
deal with. Once our communication is gos-
pel oriented, we can begin to deal with other 
problems as well. 

James wants us to understand that 
good and bad speech in one Christian per-
son is difficult, should be inadmissible, and 
is self-contradictory. 

So how do we work on creating a sin-
gle-source for our speech? In some ways, 
it is pretty simple and has been answered 
before; (1:17) Whatever is good and perfect 
is a gift coming down to us from God our 
father...” This is where we must begin. What 
if we began every day with this thought in 
mind? What if we realized that God has a 
great many good things for us, and good 
speech is one of those things. While the 
tongue is difficult to tame, the one who 
made the tongue can help us. If God can be 
the source of our communication, then God 
can also help us tame the wild stallion that 
is our tongue. 

12 Does a fig tree produce olives, or a grapevine produce figs? 
No, and you can’t draw fresh water from a salty spring.
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DAY 41
James 3:12



1 —	What is your first thought in the day? 

2 —	Can you direct it to God? 

3 —	What promise can you hold onto, today, that will change the source of your 
speech with others?
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The texts this week speak of how dif-
ficult it is to tame our tongues, and 
how they can taint the whole of the 

body and destroy our relationships and 
mislead people about the gospel. I have 
said it before, but words matter a great 
deal. How we use them, how we deliver 
them, and how they are heard. It is of par-
amount importance that Christians work 
with the Holy Spirit to help make sure that 
the source of their words are from God and 
not from the world. While we may disagree, 
we have to learn how to do it from a place 
of grace, rather than a place of hurt. 

While this seems simple, we know it 
to be increasingly difficult. Today’s world is 
so divided, and the sides seem to see each 
other as enemies. This is a false dichotomy. 
The issues that we are dealing with in 
today’s world cannot be solved by one 
side versus another. Rather, they need to 
be dealt with by unifying the conversation. 
That does not mean agree, but it means 
they work for understanding. I know it 
seems impossible, but it can’t be. We have 
to rise above the rhetoric of sides. We 
start this by listening, hearing, believing, 
and trying to understand what others are 
saying. 

Here is another thing I would like 
to posit. Christ says that we are to love 
our enemies. If that is gospel, and we 
call ourselves Christians, then there is an 
even greater call for us to love those with 
whom we disagree. If you have divided 
your world into those that agree with you 
and those that don’t, your first gospel call 
is to love those that don’t agree with you. 
Strangely, by identifying the enemy, you 
have identified those you are to try and 
love the most. The gospel is funny that 
way. Just when you figured out who you are 
supposed to ignore, the gospel tells you to 
love them the most. This is infuriating, but if 
we are to call ourselves Christians, we have 
to take the words of Jesus seriously. 

I don’t expect this to be easy. It is not 
as if it is easy for me. But that’s the beauty 
of belief in Jesus; he doesn’t ask us to 
do easy things, but he is there to help us 
with the hard stuff. If we were only asked 
to do easy things, then why did Scripture 
speak so often of the suffering that those 
who believe will experience? I suppose our 
faith lives are not always meant to be easy, 
simple, or without complication. 
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DAY 42
Sermon



Here are a few questions for you to ponder this week: 

1 —	 What have you experienced as you have tried to tame your tongue? 
2 —	When have you been the most successful at it? 
3 —	How can you get back to reproducing that experience? What do you need to change 

in your life? 
4 —	Have you ever felt like what comes out of your mouth is beyond your control?
5 —	What are the best conversations you have? How can you have more of those? 
6 —	When you talk to God, do you ever lose your temper? How do you think God han-

dles that? 
7 —	 What is the hardest thing for you to be graceful about in your conversations and 

online interactions? Should you steer clear of those kinds of interactions?
8 —	Pray to God that He helps tame your tongue so it does not spew poison.
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WEEK 7
JAMES 3:13-18 (NLT)

True Wisdom Comes from God
13 If you are wise and understand God’s ways, prove it by living an honorable 
life, doing good works with the humility that comes from wisdom. 14 But if you 
are bitterly jealous and there is selfish ambition in your heart, don’t cover up the 
truth with boasting and lying. 15 For jealousy and selfishness are not God’s kind 
of wisdom. Such things are earthly, unspiritual, and demonic. 16 For wherever 
there is jealousy and selfish ambition, there you will find disorder and evil of 
every kind.

17 But the wisdom from above is first of all pure. It is also peace loving, gentle 
at all times, and willing to yield to others. It is full of mercy and the fruit of good 
deeds. It shows no favoritism and is always sincere. 18 And those who are 
peacemakers will plant seeds of peace and reap a harvest of righteousness.



What is “wisdom” in the Bible? 
The word usually refers less to 
factual knowledge and more 

to skill. It is more “know how” than “know 
that.” Particularly, biblical wisdom deals 
with knowing how to live. As such, it is sim-
ilar to the Greek literary form of paraenesis, 
or ethical instruction.

We have spoken of Paraenesis before. 
It is those ethical learnings, those moral 
teachings that take several forms. In the 
Old Testament it is found in the legal ma-
terial of Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuterono-
my. In the New Testament, James takes a 
special place as wisdom literature. While 
it shows up in the form of the letter, with 
a greeting and speaking intimately to its 
readers, using “brothers and sisters” often, 
it is really a book of instruction. This wis-
dom, for our purposes, is helping us to un-
derstand how to design our faith lives to be 
what we hope they might be, according to 
how God is guiding us. 

By now, you should have at least a 
napkin scribble of where you want your 
faith and life to progress toward. As we work 
backwards from that vision, we have to look 
at the place wisdom will play in our lives. 
Our faith should move us toward a much 
broader view and vision of what wisdom 
can do for us. It is not just “street smarts” or 
“book smarts”; rather, it is a practical and 
useful wisdom that knows how to connect 
what is taught in scripture to how we live 
our lives and express our faith to the world. 
Also, biblical wisdom will always lead us 
toward a greater “shalom” or peace in our 

lives with God, with others, with the earth, 
and with ourselves.

Wisdom leads to faith maturity. A ma-
ture faith is one that is not easily shaken, 
is open to discussion, has a great sense 
of morality and ethics, and is inclusive. It 
is not defensive, but expansive in its abil-
ity to have a conversation with someone 
who does not agree, and a mature faith is 
deeply interested in the moral growth of 
others. Through all of this, a mature faith 
understands that God cannot be contained 
in words, yet seeks to find the best words 
possible in order to relay who God is and 
what He can do for those around us. A ma-
ture faith understands that belief is like a 
diamond that is not a burden to carry. 

Remember, at the beginning of the 
chapter James had mentioned that not 
everyone should teach. This is the con-
nection with now being taught about wis-
dom. Those who are not wise should not be 
teaching in the church, as they will cause 
division and destruction before they cause 
unity and growth. The good news is that 
wisdom comes from God, and He can im-
bue that desire to learn and be wise into 
each of us. 
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DAY 43
Wisdom



1 —	Have you prayed for wisdom lately? Today might be a great day to do it.

2 —	How can you know if you are wise? Perhaps as wisdom grows, you will find  
yourself making fewer of the same mistakes.

3 —	What are you reading today to increase your wisdom?

42



Now, this is not just for teachers, but 
for everyone. While James start-
ed the chapter speaking to those 

who should teach, he has moved to more 
general wisdom for everyone. Here, the au-
thor uses two different words that the NLT 
translates as “wise” and “understand.” An-
other way to render these words would be 
“wise and sensible,” but there is a stronger 
emphasis on the mastery of God’s ways.

Then, James goes on to show us two 
different ways in which to prove to unbe-
lievers that we are living up to what are con-
sidered “God’s ways”; humility, and doing 
good. What is interesting is that the word 
used for “life” does not mean a personal or 
private life, but rather, it is the same word 
used in 1 Peter to connote a more public life, 
particularly as it relates to those who don’t 
believe in God. Therefore, our lives become 
our witness. David Dark, in his book “Life’s 
Too Short to Pretend You’re Not Religious” 
says: output. My witness is the sum of ev-
erything I do and leave undone. The words 
are there, but the actions speak louder. 
James is making much the same argument 
here. What we do and what we don’t do is 
incredibly important when it comes to what 
other people think of not just Christians, 
but of God, as well. 

The truth is, we must give evidence 
to the fact that we are followers of Jesus. 
The term “Christian” is not a label or a ban-

ner we get to put on ourselves; rather, it is 
a verdict the world will put on us as a leg-
acy of our labor. Is it really enough to say 
“I believe” and then never show the world 
how that affects every fibre in your being? 
To believe is to demonstrate and express 
who God is, and James thinks that wisdom, 
goodness, and humility are part and parcel 
of what we are trying to show people. 

Some use the term “meekness” rath-
er than “humility”. I really like this word. 
For some reason, in today’s world the idea 
of meekness is equated with weakness, 
but this is not the case. Meekness is the 
opposite of arrogance. And Jesus spoke 
about meekness at one point: Matthew 5:5, 
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit 
the earth.” This is a pretty profound prom-
ise. While it doesn’t seem as if the meek will 
inherit anything, this is a promise from the 
lips of Jesus himself, so perhaps we should 
take it seriously. 

To be meek, in this context, is to un-
derstand—with humility—how much we 
need to depend on God. There is an arro-
gance to thinking that we have got this all 
worked out for ourselves. Meekness is not 
weakness when it is connected to God; 
rather, it is the power of God in our lives. 
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13 If you are wise and understand God’s ways, prove it by living 
an honorable life, doing good works with the humility that comes 
from wisdom.

DAY 44
James 3:13



1 —	Has anyone called you meek or humble? Is that an attribute you aspire to?

2 —Why do you think that meekness is vilified in today’s world, even by Christians?

3 —	How can we become more humble in our approach to faith and life? 
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James is continuing his thought using 
a pair of conjunctions; “but” and “if”. 
These conjunctions pair together the 

idea of meekness and humility to the bit-
terly jealous and selfish ambition of verse 
14. These words that are used are pretty 
damaging. Using the term “bitterly” in front 
of “jealous” amplifies the intensity of the 
word. Often, jealous was translated with 
a more neutral word, “zeal”; however, the 
author here clearly wants us to understand 
that this word needs to be seen in its neg-
ative connotation. As well, “selfish ambi-
tion,” which is one word in the Greek, was 
often used to discuss politicians who are 
greedy, putting their own ambitions above  
everything else, usually leading to division, 
not unity. 

But James lets us know that these 
things come from our hearts. If you have 
ever heard the phrase “they have a black or 
narrow heart,” it comes from these words. 
As James seems to see it, the problem of 
rivalry, partisanship and jealousy is not ex-
ternal, but it is in your heart. The heart is 
where so much of our lives are decided. We 
have to not only guard it, but let God search 
it, as well.

Now, the second part of the sentence 
is a little bit more difficult. The reason  
being is that it does not seem to let us know 
what the boasting is about! Is it about the  
wisdom that you have? Is it about how 
much God has given you? Is it boasting 
about yourself, and therefore not allow-

ing the truth of what you really feel to be 
shown? There are a great many different 
interpretations of this particular part of the 
text, but perhaps we could translate v.13 
and v.14 like this: 

Are any of you truly wise? If you are, 
you must show it by living a right life and 
by being humble and wise in everything you 
do. This is true wisdom. 14 But if you have a 
heart full of jealousy and a desire to be bet-
ter than other people, you must not boast 
that you are a wise person [or, have spiritual 
understanding]. If you do that, you turn what 
is true into a lie.

This sentence structure is strange, but 
perhaps the meaning is a bit more clear. 
“Turning what is true into a lie” is interest-
ing to me. How can something that is true 
become a lie? It seems to have a little to do 
with intent. What is the intent from which 
you speak, and how does that affect the 
words you are using, and how does your 
attitude affect those who are hearing? 

When our intent is less than gracious, 
less than stellar, and less than honest, 
something bad happens, even when we are 
using the truth. What truth are you in dan-
ger of distorting because of your intent? It 
is worth asking.
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14 But if you are bitterly jealous and there is selfish ambition in 
your heart, don’t cover up the truth with boasting and lying.

DAY 45
James 3:14



1 —	How can you know your own intent? 

2 —	What can you do to change your intent? Is that even possible? 

3 —	Have you ever felt wise, and what was the outcome of that thought? Was it  
humility and a good life? 
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DAY 46

These are strong words for us today. 
Basically, it is saying that God has a 
particular kind of wisdom, and jealou-

sy and selfishness do not make the list. At the 
end, there is a crescendo that basically says 
these things are earthly, then unspiritual, and 
then demonic. Whenever this idea of demon-
ic is introduced, we should probably take 
pretty serious stock of what is being said. 

You notice it was a downward spiral 
(perhaps a better word than crescendo). 
From earthly, these thoughts move us away 
from even our spirituality until they become 
something downright evil (demonic). The 
word “earthly” can simply mean to be the 
opposite of heavenly. When you are consid-
ered earthly, you are not considered to be 
someone who can rise above the shackles 
of this earth in order to live a more godly life. 
Rather, you are earth-bound to behave and 
react without a manner of heaven in your 
behavior. 

Then, this “wisdom” is unspiritual. This 
can simply mean that is “devoid of spirit.” So 
I will ask a question here; when was the last 
time you asked the Holy Spirit for guidance 
before you did something? I mean, it is easy 
for us to simply move forward with what we 
think is right, and with what we want to do. 
Have you been able to carve out time to ask 
God for guidance in every given situation? 
While that may seem like it is not possible, 
it perhaps is.

When you design your faith-life, there 
should be some moments of reflection, 
where you can seek the wisdom of God, 
and when you can do a heart check. With-
out these, you may move forward in a way 
that includes jealousy and selfishness rather 
than those things of God we have discussed 
before. 

So how do you design some time into 
your life for the Holy Spirit? The concept is 
simple, but the execution might be difficult. 
Here is a quick list and then an explanation: 
1	 —	 Submission. This is a daily occurrence. 

It is when we begin our day with the  
acknowledgement that God is our 
king, our lives are His, and our com-
mitment to Jesus is more important 
than the other things we will experi-
ence each day. 

2	 —	Request. This is when we ask God to 
not only be the Lord of our lives, but to 
ask the Holy Spirit to be our guide in 
our decisions as well. We also ask for 
time to process the way the Holy Spirit 
would have us process. I believe that 
God works in time, and even stretch-
es time for us to be able to process 
in partnership with the Holy Spirit to 
make good choices.  

3	 —	Follow. Now, this is when we have 
to do it. Execution is always where 
things fall apart. But if we are serious 
about what we are asking of the Holy 
Spirit, then we have to be willing to 

15 For jealousy and selfishness are not God’s kind of wisdom. Such 
things are earthly, unspiritual, and demonic. 

James 3:15



1 —	When was the last time you submitted your day and decisions to God? 

2 —	What would that prayer sound like to you? 

3 —How can you make sure you have the time to do this each day? 

follow the guidance we receive. We 
might not all receive the guidance in 
the same way. For some, it may be a 
clear understanding of which way to 
go. For others, it might be a sense of 

peace. And for others, it might be the 
word of a trusted advisor, speaking 
the words of God into our lives. How-
ever God works, listen and follow.
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James is going to express what the 
consequences are for such false 
wisdom. And the consequences are  

essentially evil. There is really nothing good 
that comes out of it. When our desires are 
jealousy and ambition for ourselves, we will 
wreak havoc on those around us, and cer-
tainly within the community of Christ. We 
all know people like this. People who seem 
to want to lead in church because of the 
status it gives them, because of the pow-
er and the position they perceive to have  
because of it. 

When I was in college and seminary, 
you could always tell those who were going 
into the ministry in order to have “power” 
over other people. They perceived their 
pulpits as much grander than they were, 
and they were sure that their ability to be 
in control of others was a God-given right. 
Quite honestly, they were a little bit scary. 
They were sure that the position granted 
them the right to bully, cajole, and demand 
certain things from those with whom they 
were in community. I never understood this 
kind of attitude. 

To be sure, there is a respect that CAN 
come with the job of Pastor, but that is only 
granted through the trust of the communi-
ty. Those of us who are pastors and leaders 
know that we only lead as far as the people 
in our congregations trust us to be words 
of life and love. Without this trust, we are 
not leaders, but we are clanging gongs and 
cymbals in people’s lives. Disorder is some-

thing that can be created quite easily with 
poor leadership and a lack of trust. 

Since these things, jealousy and self-
ish ambition, are not wisdom from God, 
where do they come from? Usually, they 
come from insecurity. When we are jealous 
of what other people have or what they are, 
it is usually more of a reflection on what we 
think about ourselves than what we really 
think about anyone else. Selfish ambi-
tion usually extends from our desire to be 
“more” and to get that “more” in any way 
possible. Notice that ambition is not the 
problem, but selfish ambition is. When we 
are only focused on what we have and what 
we want to have and to be, we fall into the 
trap of ambition that is selfish and that is 
fueled by jealousy. 

These two aspects, working together, 
ultimately begin to create disorder and 
chaos around us and in the communities 
we find ourselves. We are not content with 
what God has given us and with the trajec-
tory He has made for us, so we push the 
issue. Whenever I have done that in my life, 
I have found myself lacking, wanting, and 
in a place that ultimately does not hon-
or God, nor is it a place where I can most  
effectively use my talents. My competen-
cies are best used where God places me. Is 
that the same for you when you look back 
at your life?

16 For wherever there is jealousy and selfish ambition, there you 
will find disorder and evil of every kind.
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DAY 47
 James 3:16



1 —	Where have you been guilty of moving ahead of God’s plan for your life because 
of selfish ambition? How did that work out? 

2 —	DIs ambition itself bad? Why or why not? 

3 —	How can you work on the jealousy you find yourself experiencing at times?  
Social media is often great at exacerbating these feelings of jealousy. Perhaps a 
social media fast can quell some of these feelings.
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James turns on a dime. Using the term 
“but” shows us that he is going to con-
trast something, and in this case it is 

the wisdom that does come from heaven. It 
is a few things that are worth mentioning: 

1	 —	Pure. That means it comes with no self-
ish ambition or jealousy. It is a wisdom 
that seeks to increase the joy and con-
tentment of everyone around it. 

2	 —	Peace Loving. It does not seek to dis-
rupt or disorder those things in which 
it comes in contact. Rather, it is grow-
ing a sense of peace around it. Do your 
words do this in other people’s lives? 

3	 —	Gentle. Rather than being loud, it is the 
small voice that people want to listen 
to. If we think we have to be the loudest 
voice in the room in order to be heard, 
then we don’t believe that our words 
have the gravity they need to be spoken 
softly, yet listened to widely. 

4	 —	Willing to yield to others. We can allow 
other people to speak and still find our 
voice being important. It is easy to think 
that perhaps we don’t have enough 
volume or time to make our points. But 
heavenly wisdom knows that we are in 
this for the long-run, and we will be able 
to say that which needs to be said at 
just the right time. 

5	 —	It is full of mercy and the fruit of good 
deeds. It should not be surprising that 
the more mercy we give, the more we 
see the fruits of that mercy, our words 
will cultivate good deeds. When we are 
full of mercy, we will also see the fruits 
of that kind of wisdom in our lives and 
the lives of others. 

6	 —	It shows no favoritism and is always 
sincere. That means this wisdom is not 
self-seeking, nor is it insincere in its 
ability to speak to others. It wants what 
is best and greatest for those around it, 
and it is not jealous of anyone; there-
fore, it does not need to get close to 
anyone for favors, regardless of station. 

7	 —	Peacemakers. Since wisdom from 
above does not seek station, there is no 
reason to fight and scratch for position. 
Therefore, they can become peacemak-
ers and cultivate righteousness in those 
they serve because there is no need or 
desire for personal gain. This is truly 
what it means to be a peacemaker. 

James ends this verse with an empha-
sis on peace. Apparently, he had some con-
cerns about the conflict that was happening 
within the churches at the time. A better 
translation of this text is perhaps “The har-
vest of righteousness is sown in peace.” This 

17 But the wisdom from above is first of all pure. It is also peace 
loving, gentle at all times, and willing to yield to others. It is full 
of mercy and the fruit of good deeds. It shows no favoritism and 
is always sincere. 18 And those who are peacemakers will plant 
seeds of peace and reap a harvest of righteousness.
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 James 3:17-18



1 —	Have you ever broken fellowship with someone over a disagreement? 

2 —	How can you produce peace so that you might harvest righteousness in your life 
and your family’s life? 

3 —	Are the above mentioned qualities things that you aspire toward? If not, why 
not?

is very true. Without the desire for peace, we 
won’t have it within the church. Have you 
ever wondered what will make you break 
fellowship with other people? Is it politics, 
is it personal preference over worship style, 

is it the fact that people are not doing what 
you want them to do in church? The truth is, 
we all have hills that we will die on. Should 
we be careful that those hills are gospel, and 
not preference?
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This text talks about the wisdom that 
comes from God and how important 
it is for the way that we live our lives 

together. If we are designing our faith, wis-
dom is an incredibly important piece of the 
puzzle. Solomon prayed for wisdom above 
all else (1 Kings 3:1-14). He understood that 
of all the gifts that God gives, wisdom is the 
gold standard. So much flows from God’s 
wisdom, as it is imbued into those who 
believe. There is no gift that can match its 
usefulness and maturity. 

The beauty of these texts is we see 
what is of God, and what is not of God. 
You can tell this by the fruits that you see 
coming from the way wisdom plays out in 
your life. While there is never a direct one-
to-one approach to our lives of faith, over 
time, we can see trends and themes that 
show us if how we are experiencing faith 
and putting into action has fruit, or if it is 
rotten at the root. 

Faith maturity is something we should 
all aspire to. Without wisdom, maturity is 
much harder to attain or perhaps impossible. 
Faith maturity has some aspects that are 
worth mentioning.
1	 —	A mature faith trusts God’s saving grace 

and believes firmly in the humanity and 
the divinity of Jesus. These things are 
non-negotiable for the mature Christian.

2	 —	A mature faith experiences a sense 
of personal well-being, security, and 
peace. These are things that come from 
God, and not simply from knowing the 
right things. We have a sense of peace 

knowing that God is consistent in our 
lives, and that He is for us, and not 
against us.

3	 —	A mature faith integrates faith and life, 
seeing work, family, social relationships, 
and political choices as part of one’s re-
ligious life. There is no bifurcation from 
what we believe about God and what 
God calls us to be in other aspects of 
our life.

4	 —	A mature faith seeks spiritual growth 
through study, reflection, prayer, and 
discussions with others. A faith like this 
enjoys the interplay of conversation 
and thoughtful disagreement. While 
not looking to simply be an apologist 
for one’s faith, a mature Christian can  
understand other points of view and 
value them as expressions of God’s  
unfolding grace.

5	 —	A mature faith seeks to be part of a 
community of believers in which people 
give witness to their faith and support 
and nourish one another. Community is 
very important for those with a mature 
faith. Christianity is not meant to be ex-
perienced alone, and so life together is 
important. 

6	 —	A mature faith holds life-affirming val-
ues, including a commitment to racial 
and gender equality, affirmation of 
cultural and religious diversity, and a 
personal sense of responsibility for the 
welfare of others.
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Sermon



7	 —	A mature faith advocates for social and 
global change to bring about greater 
mercy and compassion in the world,  
according to the mission of God as seen 
in Luke 4.

With these things in mind, we know 
that the wisdom of God moves us closer to 

these expressions of faith and life together. 
We should always be praying for wisdom, 
perhaps even before courage and strength. 
The wisdom that comes from God is an  
imperative for the life of a Christian. The 
good news is that God has a great deal of 
it and wants to give out as much wisdom  
as possible.

Here are a few questions for you to ponder this week: 

1 —	 Where does your wisdom come from, and how do you ask God for more? 
2 —	When do you know that your wisdom is failing you, and you need some heaven-sent 

wisdom? 
3 —	What is the greatest gift God can give you? 
4 —	Have you ever made decisions only to have them end in chaos and disorder around 

you? What could you have done differently?
5 —	When did you last submit to God and ask the Holy Spirit for more wisdom in your 

life?
6 —	What is the greatest piece of wisdom you have ever been given? Where did it come 

from?
7 —	 How do you search the scriptures for wisdom?
8 —	Was it news to you that James was wisdom literature and not just a letter?
9 —	What can you do to help others search for God’s wisdom?
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WEEK 8
JAMES 4:1-12 (NLT)

Drawing Close to God
1 What is causing the quarrels and fights among you? Don’t they come from the evil 
desires at war within you? 2 You want what you don’t have, so you scheme and kill to 
get it. You are jealous of what others have, but you can’t get it, so you fight and wage 
war to take it away from them. Yet you don’t have what you want because you don’t 
ask God for it. 3 And even when you ask, you don’t get it because your motives are all 
wrong—you want only what will give you pleasure.

4 You adulterers! Don’t you realize that friendship with the world makes you an enemy 
of God? I say it again: If you want to be a friend of the world, you make yourself an 
enemy of God. 5 Do you think the Scriptures have no meaning? They say that God is 
passionate that the spirit he has placed within us should be faithful to him. 6 And he 
gives grace generously. As the Scriptures say,
	 “God opposes the proud
		  but gives grace to the humble.”

7 So humble yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Come 
close to God, and God will come close to you. Wash your hands, you sinners; purify 
your hearts, for your loyalty is divided between God and the world. 9 Let there be tears 
for what you have done. Let there be sorrow and deep grief. Let there be sadness 
instead of laughter, and gloom instead of joy. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, 
and he will lift you up in honor.

Warning against Judging Others
11 Don’t speak evil against each other, dear brothers and sisters. If you criticize and 
judge each other, then you are criticizing and judging God’s law. But your job is to 
obey the law, not to judge whether it applies to you. 12 God alone, who gave the law, 
is the Judge. He alone has the power to save or to destroy. So what right do you have 
to judge your neighbor?



In this chapter, James is going to take 
on the infighting that is happening with 
the Christians of the day. He wants them 

to understand where their fighting comes 
from and he is forceful and deeply effective 
in his expression of displeasure at what  
is happening. 

Before we jump into this, I want to 
ask you a question: Have you ever been 
involved in a church that was constant-
ly fighting? Where did that fighting come 
from? Often, it is over opinions that can-
not be reconciled. Occasionally, it is over 
theological differences, and often it comes 
from a crisis of character for those involved. 
It is too often that churches split because 
of issues that cannot seem to be resolved 
by those involved. James wants us to know 
that this division comes from somewhere. 

He begins by asking the question, 
“What is causing the quarrels and fights 
among you?” And then, he answers the 
questions in a pretty profound, but also a 
pretty rough way for those who are listen-
ing. He wants them to know that they come 
from the evil desires at war within your 
heart. There is jealousy involved, there is vi-
olence, and there is a pretty serious willing-

ness to take whatever you can get. He uses 
words like “fight,” and “wage war,” and “kill” 
and “scheme.” These words should not be 
taken lightly. When we begin to think of 
ourselves before others, we are willing to 
allow them to be seen as less than human, 
and therefore, we disregard their lives and 
their achievements in light of what we want. 

I know this sounds harsh, but so does 
the author. There have been many attempts 
over the years to soften this language or 
to explain it away. However, to read it as 
it stands makes the most impact. While it 
might have been an idiom, using the word 
“kill,” much like we would say “I’d kill for 
some chocolate right now.” However, he re-
iterates that the people are willing to wage 
war to get what they want. For James, this 
seems to be unbecoming of Christians. And 
even when they do ask God for something, 
they don’t do it in the correct spirit. Their 
intentions and motives are all wrong. 

The last line: “ You want only what will 
give you pleasure,” is particularly poignant. 
Christians at the time were apparently  
confused as to their motivations. While they 
would sometimes ask for things, and good 
things, from God, their motives were all 
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DAY 50
4 What is causing the quarrels and fights among you? Don’t they 
come from the evil desires at war within you? 2 You want what 
you don’t have, so you scheme and kill to get it. You are jealous 
of what others have, but you can’t get it, so you fight and wage 
war to take it away from them. Yet you don’t have what you want 
because you don’t ask God for it. 3 And even when you ask, you 
don’t get it because your motives are all wrong—you want only 
what will give you pleasure.

James 4:1-3



1 —	Have you ever asked God for something, but it was from the wrong motivation? 

2 —	What was the outcome of that ask of God?

3 —	How can we, as Christians, follow in Christ’s footsteps and be those who are 
working toward a more equitable world?

wrong. They wanted comfort, they wanted 
status quo, and they wanted to make sure 
things were good for them, but it seems at 
the cost of someone else. This was a par-
ticularly serious issue in the church, and 
it remains an issue today. The idea that 
Christianity exists to maintain the status 
quo is perhaps one of the worst ideals that 

has seeped into modern Christianity. Christ 
was always pushing back on the comfort, 
on the ease, and on the inability of the re-
ligious establishment of the day to call out 
what is wrong. Are we guilty of the same 
complacency? And if we are, what are we 
to do about it? 
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Unfaithful Creatures! This is anoth-
er way of saying what they were 
acting like. He uses the feminine, 

so you could say “adultresses” if you want-
ed to. It is those who are unfaithful to their 
marriage vows. While not a literal situation 
here, the point is that these believers were 
beginning to, like the Israelites of old, find 
idols that they found much more interesting 
than God. In this case, it is a friendship with 
the WORLD. 

Perhaps we should unpack that for 
a moment. The “friendship” idea could be 
translated as “love” for the world. To be 
friendly with the world means that you are 
aligning yourself with things of this world, 
and not the things of God. To be too commit-
ted to the ideals and ideologies of this world 
means that you have a relationship with God 
that is antagonistic, (enemy of God). Again, 
James sounds harsh here, but there is a 
theme that needs to be picked up. If we are 
too committed to things of this world, how 
can we be committed to the things of God? 

He repeats the phrasing again in the 
second half of verse 4, so it must be some-
thing he wants us to understand. In that 
vein, I have another question for you: What 
do you lose when you lean on the things of 

God? When compassion, mercy, justice, and 
healing are the highest principles for God’s 
mission in the world, do you lose something 
when those become your highest principles 
as well? If you do, what is it that you are 
holding onto in this world? I don’t ask this 
question lightly. If we are designing our lives 
of faith, and we want our lives to include the 
same things that are in the life of Christ and 
what he finds to be valuable, we may have 
to re-orient our lives in a particular way. The 
way we re-orient our lives might send us in a 
very different trajectory than we are current-
ly on. How would that make you feel? Would 
you be willing to do it if God called you in a 
different direction? 

In verse 5 he asks a question about 
Scripture and whether or not it has any 
meaning. That can be personalized to ask if 
it has meaning in your life! Are you someone 
who is open to learning new things, open to 
the Holy Spirit in your life changing direc-
tions? Even our ability to follow him comes 
from the spirit he has put inside of us. Again, 
what is your relationship with Scripture? Are 
they nice words that hold no sway in your 
life? Or are they authoritative above all other 
things in your life? 
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4 You adulterers! Don’t you realize that friendship with the world 
makes you an enemy of God? I say it again: If you want to be a 
friend of the world, you make yourself an enemy of God. 5 Do you 
think the Scriptures have no meaning? They say that God is pas-
sionate that the spirit he has placed within us should be faithful to 
him. 6 And he gives grace generously. As the Scriptures say,
“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”

DAY 51
James 4:4-6



1 —	Where do you want your faith foundation to come from? Be specific, even finding 
texts that will help build that foundation. 

2 —	What can you do in order to make sure your faith is fully grounded in the Bible, as 
opposed to other ideologies?

3 —	When was the last time you decided to re-evaluate from where you were getting 
your worldview? 

If these texts seem challenging to you, 
they were supposed to be. James was chal-
lenging the first century Christians to truly 
be people who believe in what has been re-
vealed to them through the scriptures. Are 
we any less willing to heed this warning? 
Is our faith a faith based on the Bible, or is 
it a faith based on ideas and ideologies of 
this world that don’t come from scripture? 
Do we know the difference? Are we willing 
to seek truth from scripture? These are big 
questions for a random weekday morning, 
but they are important for us to ask. 

You see, if we build our foundation for 
our faith-lives on anything other than the 
revealed word of God, we are in danger of 
building something that is not based on 
Scripture, and will only approximate a bib-
lical faith. I am deeply concerned that there 
are too many of us who call ourselves Chris-
tians, yet are not interested in being biblical; 
and if that is the case, we have some heart 
work to do. 
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I am jumping back to verse 6 as we didn’t 
really do it justice in yesterday’s writing. 
Verse 6 is quoting from Proverbs 3:34. 

(You could say that wisdom literature in the 
New Testament loves to quote from wis-
dom literature in the Old Testament). The 
message is that pride is not something to 
work toward, yet grace is given to the hum-
ble. I don’t think this text is talking so much 
about pride as we would perhaps define it, 
but much more closely related is the idea of 
arrogance, with humility being its opposite. 

The arrogant are those who disre-
gard God’s claims and promises and rather 
show contempt for Him and despise others 
who might disagree with them. Arrogance 
is a pretty bad sin in scripture, as it hardens 
hearts and doesn’t allow for people to be 
able hear the voice of the Holy Spirit in their 
lives. We have all probably been guilty of 
this at one point or another, but that doesn’t 
mean we can’t change and have God hum-
ble our hearts and minds. Unfortunately, 
humility is sometimes seen as something 
we don’t want, rather than an attribute that 
God wants for His people. We do live in a 
world where the most arrogant and bom-
bastic seem to rule the day. That is unfortu-
nate, as scripture seeks to show us a better 
way. As Christians, we always have to look 

for a better way. 
Verses 7 and 8 give us the way forward. 

Humility, resistance, and coming close to 
God. When we ask what it means to hum-
ble ourselves before God, we answer like 
this; we allow God to be God in our lives, 
and not try to take that place ourselves. It is 
important that we don’t think we have more 
information than God does, more strength 
than God does, and more wisdom than 
God does. When we do that, we are lean-
ing into our own understanding, and that is 
not such a great way to do things. So we 
have to give ourselves to God, submit to His 
will and of course, He will help us resist the 
devil. As well, we need to wash our hands 
and purify our hearts. 

Wash our hands? In this Covid-19 
world, we understand the literal meaning 
of this, but the truth is, this means that we 
should repent. The previous phrase men-
tions that we should “draw close to God, 
and He will draw close to us.” This is great! 
It means that we have a God who is not 
worried about being intimate with His cre-
ations. He wants us to be close to him and 
He wants to be close to us. 

But He does want us to repent, to 
wash our hands. Repentance connotes a 
change in direction and a recognition that 
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6 And he gives grace generously. As the Scriptures say, “God op-
poses the proud but gives grace to the humble. 7 So humble your-
selves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 
Come close to God, and God will come close to you. Wash your 
hands, you sinners; purify your hearts, for your loyalty is divided 
between God and the world. 

DAY 52
James 4:5-8



1 —	When was the last time you repented, and not just of a behavior, but of a way 
of thinking? 

2 —	Why do you think it is so hard to repent? 

3 —	What has God been working on in your heart that you need to confess and 
repent of? 

things should and need to change. Repen-
tance is hard, but it is also freeing. When 
we decide we will not hold onto that which 
we bore around, we find our lives are a 
bit lighter than they were before. We find 
that we can and will change our ideas, our 

world views, and our desires. Repentance 
is a way forward, not backward, and it al-
lows for us to be able to move in a differ-
ent direction without the baggage we had 
been carrying around. It is a new start, a 
new day, and a new beginning.
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We used to sing this campfire 
song as a round. The words 
were, “Humble thyself in the 

sight of the Lord (x2), and he will lift you 
up, higher and higher, and he will lift you 
up.” 

Do you remember that one? We’d 
get three or four groups singing this song 
in a round and it felt like the words were 
spiraling up to the heavens. However, I 
never really knew where it came from, or 
what the context was for this little ditty we 
would sing. Having seen verse 10, I finally 
realized where it came from. It came from 
a deep sense of repentance and from lit-
erally having tears about where we were 
before. The fact that verse 9 says that we 
should cry, have sorrow and deep grief, 
sadness, not laughter, and gloom instead 
of joy is pretty profound. Scripture doesn’t 
say this kind of thing all the time. 

These verses are almost calling for 
an “attack” on your own heart and hypo-
critical attitudes. “Attack” sounds strong, 
but change is not easy, and after repen-
tance and submission there is a pretty 
significant mourning period for what we 
were. No one likes to go through this. NO 
ONE. And so, mostly, we just don’t do it. To 
search our hearts, to root out the incorrect 
and detrimental beliefs that we live by is so 
painful that it does cause tears and sorrow 

and grief. So it is much easier not to do 
any of this. It is a much easier life to simply 
go on believing what you already believe, 
never question or search your own heart, 
and never change your mind on anything. 
I think too many of us are comfortable to 
live here. 

I will tell you the truth; in the last two 
months I have had to recognize where my 
worldview has been lacking, where I was 
part of a problem that has persisted for far 
too long in my own church and country. 
This realization has been hard, and there 
has been much grief and despair. And I 
know this can become a political discus-
sion very quickly. I am not interested in 
that, as I am sharing my journey. As I have 
read, researched, learned, and allowed 
God to search and change my heart, I have 
experienced the sadness instead of laugh-
ter, and the gloom instead of joy. I don’t 
believe I experience a change in values, as 
I have always valued diversity and not be-
ing racist. However, when a shift happens 
in your understanding of the world, there 
is some pain involved. Usually, a shift in 
worldview takes years, if not decades, but 
things have been changing quickly, and I 
don’t just preach certain Bible verses, I be-
lieve them. Therefore, the heart work that 
I have had to do is hard, and I have had 
to repent and grieve. But honestly, it has 
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9 Let there be tears for what you have done. Let there be sor-
row and deep grief. Let there be sadness instead of laughter, and 
gloom instead of joy. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and 
he will lift you up in honor.

DAY 53
James 4:9-10



1 —	What has God been leading you to learn about yourself? Is it a hard truth?

2 —	What do you do when you grieve? How do you handle it?

3 —	How can you be sure that God is speaking to your heart? What does that sound/
feel/work like?

made me a better person, more compas-
sionate and willing to listen, more avail-
able to the work of the Holy Spirit in my life 
and the lives of others. It has kept my heart 

pliable. Having God search your heart is 
heartbreaking, but it is also healing. It is 
worth the risk and worth the journey.
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The theme of judging one another is 
a pretty popular theme in scripture. 
Actually, let me say that correctly; 

the theme of NOT judging one another is 
a pretty popular theme in Scripture. It of-
ten tells us not to judge others and that 
God is the only righteous judge, because 
God knows our hearts and is the only one 
who can make a real decision based on all 
the facts. James has switched from calling 
them adulterers and has started calling 
them brothers and sisters again. However, 
he is also making sure they are not con-
tinuing to sow strife in their communities 
by their willingness to judge others in the 
community. 

It is a truth that when things are bad in 
our lives, we often try to distract ourselves 
from our own insecurities and mistakes 
by focusing on the shortcomings, or per-
ceived shortcomings, of others. While this 
is a pretty human response, we should be 
working toward a better way of living and 
thinking about our lives. James wants them 
to stop judging as a matter of community. 
It is hard to live with people that you are 
judging or that are judging you. His point 
is that if we stop this, we will probably 
have less about which to be frustrated with  
one another. 

Do you remember being a kid with 
your brothers or sisters or cousins, and 
when one of you would get caught for doing 
something, you would immediately blame 
someone else for what they were doing as 
well, so perhaps you could move some of 
the punishment away from yourself? We 
have all done this, and even in the story of 
the first parents, Adam and Eve, they do the 
same thing. To redirect judgment is pretty 
common, but we are called to live uncom-
mon lives. And that means that we have to 
deal in the reality of the lives that we are 
living. The good news is that we were nev-
er expected to be perfect; rather, we are  
expected to be striving toward a holiness 
that comes from God and is granted by God  
as well. 

The desires we have to deal with in 
our own hearts need to be where we begin 
any conversations. But I do want you to re-
member, when we are called not to judge 
others, we need to be graceful with our-
selves as well. We don’t really even know 
our own hearts as well as God does, and 
so we should allow God to be the one who 
judges us, gives us guidance through the 
Holy Spirit, and does the work of mending 
our broken hearts. 
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11 Don’t speak evil against each other, dear brothers and sisters. 
If you criticize and judge each other, then you are criticizing and 
judging God’s law. But your job is to obey the law, not to judge 
whether it applies to you.

DAY 54
James 4:11



1 —	Have you been judging others so as not to feel judged yourself? What can you do 
to stop that from happening? 

2 —	Do you think God judges harshly or with wisdom and grace?

3 —	What can you do about changing the way you are judging others? What kind of 
exercises might be a good practice? 
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This last text of the week places the 
ball firmly in the court of God when 
it comes to judgment. He alone has 

the power to judge righteously and rightly. 
He alone has the power to know enough to 
be the judge. When we judge on so much 
we don’t know, we will inevitably get things 
wrong, so we need to leave judgment up  
to God. 

Have you ever been wrongly ac-
cused of something, or have you ever been 
judged for something that was not correct? 
The worst of these experiences show up in 
our legal system, and that can literally lead 
to someone losing their life for something 
they did not do. A good exposition on this is 
a movie I just watched called “Just Mercy.” 
While this movie deals with many themes 
worth watching, the idea that someone is 
judged on faulty evidence is always fright-
ening to me. 

This is the case when we judge oth-
ers, or when others judge us. It is so  
simple to think we know someone, what 
their motivations are, and what we think 
they are thinking. However, people are much 
more nuanced than this. People are very 
complex creatures, and we do not have the 
capacity to understand ourselves, let alone 
others. When God tells us not to judge, it is  
because we will ultimately get it wrong, and 
that can have horrible repercussions in our 
lives as well as those we are judging. 

This is the problem with today’s 
world. We have made a binary out of every  
conversation and opinion. You are either 
left or right, for this or against that. We 
have no nuance in today’s dialogue. It is 
a shame, because we are always looking 
for what we have to disagree upon rather 
than starting the conversation from where 
we do agree. When we do this, which is a 
form of judgment, we stop the conversation 
and fall into the trap that the world loves: us 
against them. 

But the truth is that it is “God for all of 
us.” And if this is true, then we can be okay 
with God being the judge, as He knows the 
best way to not only judge us, but to save 
us as well. When we live beyond the binary, 
we are not sucked into the politics of the 
day. Honestly, I pray for us all that we can 
do this in our lives. If we can’t, I have fear 
that the church will split, that people will 
buy into the fear-mongering that is being 
sold to every side of every argument, and 
we will make no progress in our under-
standing of people who do not think like us. 

My prayer is that we learn to transcend.
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12 God alone, who gave the law, is the Judge. He alone has the 
power to save or to destroy. So what right do you have to judge 
your neighbor?

DAY 55
 James 4:12



1 —	How can you find what you have in common with those you would normally come 
to judge? 

2 —	Is it possible to allow God to judge those you disagree with, as He will judge 
you?

3 —	Who do you need to reach out and speak to, so that you can put these ideas into 
motion? 
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This week was not the easiest when 
it comes to the instruction given to 
us by James. He dealt with drawing 

closer to God, with repentance, with not 
being quarrelsome and with being humble. 
These are all themes that we could spend 
months on as Christians, and mostly, they 
are themes that we seek to incorporate 
into our lives as we grow and seek to know 
Christ more profoundly. 

While it might be easy to be a Christian, 
it is difficult to be a Biblical Christian. If we 
say that the Bible is our measuring rod and 
authority, then we have to take it pretty 
seriously. What this means is that we are 
going to need to take these words at their 
face value and do some real soul-searching 
and begin to conform our behavior and 
thoughts to this kind of thinking. It will 
never be easy, but good things never are. 

What is the hardest thing you have 
ever had to face? Was it something internal 
or external? Sometimes, the heart is the 
hardest thing to face. Without knowing that 
we have a God who can walk us through 
even the changing of our own heart, we 
would be easily lost. However, we do have 
that savior, we do have that guide through 
the Holy Spirit, and we do have a father 
who loves us dearly. Our job is to humble 
ourselves and let God be God. He is the one 
who can carry us through the hard times 
of change that we are often faced with in 
our lives. 

To be open to change is a powerful 
way to live in this world. The beautiful thing 
about the gospel is that it will constantly 
push us to move ahead, to progress as 
human beings toward God. Our ultimate 
goal is that we are the best expressions of 
Jesus in the world, and the only way to get 
there is to follow God’s guidance in order 
to continue to move toward His grace and 
compassion and mercy. 

As designers, you know that some of 
the hardest steps are foundational. I was 
working at a church that was trying to build 
a new young adult chapel. We tore out 
the old chapel before we had a clear plan 
moving forward. When we began to survey 
the soil, we learned that we were going to 
have to sink pillars down almost 100 feet 
because of the dilution of the soil and the 
water in the soil. Liquéfaction is what it was 
called. I had never heard about it before. 
But the only way to build over this kind of 
soil was to sink those pillars down so far as 
to go past the liquefaction and into more 
solid soil. The truth is that we sometimes 
need to plant our pillars of faith super deep 
in order for us to be very strong in our ability 
to stay with our values of following Jesus. 
It was incredibly expensive to do this. But 
at the end of the day, it made the building 
stronger. 

Our journey of faith will be expensive, but it 
will be worth it.
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DAY 56
Sermon



Here are some questions to go along with this week’s sermon:

1 —	 How has God been changing your heart? 
2—	 Are you growing more toward Jesus each day?
3 —	Is there something for which you need to repent?
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