
Wisdom You Can See: How Character Reveals 
What We Truly Believe

There is a version of wisdom most of us are familiar with. It sounds like a well-timed quote. It 

looks like someone who always seems to have the right answer. It feels like intelligence 

dressed up in the right words at the right moment. But what if that version of wisdom is 

missing the most important part?

The book of James has something different in mind entirely. And once you see it, it is hard to 

unsee.

Wisdom Is Not Just Something You Know

James 3:13 opens with a pointed question: who among you is wise and understanding? On the 

surface, it sounds like an invitation to raise your hand. But James is not looking for the person 

with the most Bible knowledge or the sharpest theological mind. He is looking at something 

else altogether. He is looking at your life.

His answer to the question is telling. The person who is truly wise and understanding will 

show it through good conduct, through works done in meekness. Wisdom, in James' 

framework, is not primarily something you possess. It is something you demonstrate. It shows 

up in how you treat people, how you respond under pressure, and what motivates your 

actions when no one is watching.

That word meekness is worth pausing on. In other translations it appears as gentleness or 

humility, and it carries the weight of both. It describes a person who lives quietly and humbly, 

not drawing attention to themselves, treating others with genuine care, and not demanding 

recognition when they feel overlooked. This is not weakness. It is the kind of strength that 

does not need to announce itself.

Wisdom, then, is shown through character. Not through credentials, not through clever 

sayings, and not simply through doing the right things. The attitude behind the action matters 

just as much as the action itself.

The Warning We Need to Hear

Before James describes what wisdom from above looks like, he gives a sharp warning about 

what it does not look like. In verses 14 through 16, he names two attitudes that are the 

opposite of godly wisdom: bitter envy and selfish ambition.

What makes this warning so striking is the language James uses to describe them. He does not 

call them minor flaws or areas for growth. He calls this kind of so-called wisdom earthly, 

unspiritual, and demonic. That is a jarring progression. And it is intentional.



Selfish ambition is ambition aimed at bringing glory to yourself. It is the drive to get to the 

top, even if it means pushing someone else down to get there. Envy is the bitterness that 

grows when someone else has what you want. And James connects both of these directly to 

disorder and every evil practice.

The story of David and Bathsheba is a sobering illustration of how this works. David did not 

begin with murder in mind. He began with envy, with wanting something that belonged to 

someone else. One sin opened the door to the next, and the next, until the consequences 

reached far beyond David himself. Innocent people were affected. The kingdom was 

destabilized. The ripple effects were devastating and long-lasting.

This is why James treats envy and selfish ambition with such urgency. Sin is not a minor 

inconvenience. It is, in the words of the original Greek, complete moral depravity. It is the 

opposite of everything our righteous God has called us toward. And when we let it take root, 

it does not stay contained.

What Wisdom From Above Actually Looks Like

The contrast James draws in verses 17 and 18 is striking. After describing earthly wisdom as 

destructive and demonic, he paints a picture of wisdom from above that reads almost like a 

portrait of Jesus himself.

This wisdom is pure. It is peace-loving. It is gentle and compliant, full of mercy and good 

fruits. It is unwavering and without pretense. And it bears the fruit of righteousness.

Read that list slowly and you will notice something. These are not intellectual qualities. They 

are character qualities. They describe how a person moves through the world, how they treat 

others, what they value, and what they refuse to compromise. This is what Christian maturity 

looks like. This is what it means to grow in wisdom.

And here is the critical point: you cannot manufacture this list through sheer willpower. Trying 

to force these qualities into your life without letting God change your heart is like running a 

marathon on a torn Achilles. You might push forward for a while, but eventually the limp will 

give you away. Character is not formed by a checklist. It is formed by drawing closer to God, 

and allowing that nearness to shape you from the inside out.

Three Practical Ways Forward

So how do we actually grow in wisdom? A few directions are worth considering.

First, take sin seriously. Do not wait until a pattern has been going on for months before you 

address it. Address it at the first sign. Bring it to God in prayer. Ask him not just for 

forgiveness but for genuine deliverance. Urgency matters here.

Second, meditate on Scripture. Reading a passage and moving on is not the same as letting it 

settle into your thinking. Consider memorizing James 3:17-18 this week. Let the description of 



wisdom from above become something you carry with you, something that shapes how you 

see your own attitudes and actions throughout the day.

Third, pursue community. Sin thrives in isolation. We are remarkably skilled at making excuses 

for ourselves when no one else is watching. Find a few people who know you well enough to 

call you out, who love you enough to be honest, and who are running the same race you are. 

This is not optional. It is how God designed us to grow.

And then look outward. The people around you are hungry for exactly this kind of community. 

A coworker, a neighbor, a friend who is barely keeping their head above water. They may not 

know what they are looking for, but they are looking. Wisdom from above does not stay 

hidden. It shows in your character, and your character is something the people around you 

can see every single day.



Small Group Guide

Wisdom From Above | James 3:13-18

Before You Meet

Encourage group members to read James 3:13-18 before gathering. If time allows, also read James 
3:1-12 for the broader context of the passage.

Overview

This week's sermon explored James' definition of wisdom, which is not simply knowledge or a 
collection of clever sayings, but something demonstrated through character. James contrasts two 
kinds of wisdom: wisdom from above, which is pure, peace-loving, gentle, and humble, and earthly 
wisdom, which is driven by envy and selfish ambition and leads to disorder and moral depravity. The 
central challenge of the passage is this: wisdom is shown through our character, and our character is 
formed as we grow closer to God.

Key Takeaways

Wisdom is not book knowledge. It is shown through the character behind our actions, not just the 
actions themselves.

The attitude behind a good work matters as much as the work itself. Meekness, a humble and gentle 
way of living, is the mark of someone who understands God's ways.

Envy and selfish ambition are not minor flaws. James identifies them as earthly, unspiritual, and 
demonic, and warns that they lead to disorder and every evil practice.

Wisdom from above is a gift from God, not something we manufacture through our own effort or 
willpower.

Character is formed through sanctification, which takes time, investment, and a heart that is being 
continually shaped by God.

Fighting sin and growing in wisdom are not solo endeavors. Community is essential.

Discussion Questions

Opening

When you hear the word "wisdom," what comes to mind first? How does your initial definition 
compare to the way James defines it in this passage?

The sermon pointed out that we often think of wisdom as knowledge or having the right thing to say. 
Can you think of a time when you confused those two things?



Digging In

James asks in verse 13 who among us is wise and understanding, and then immediately points to 
character as the answer. Why do you think James connects wisdom so directly to how we live rather 
than to what we know?

The sermon described meekness as a humble, gentle way of living that does not draw attention to 
ourselves and puts others first. Where do you find meekness most difficult to practice in your own 
life?

James warns against bitter envy and selfish ambition, calling them earthly, unspiritual, and demonic. 
That is strong language. Why do you think James uses such severe terms for what might feel like 
ordinary struggles?

The sermon used the example of King David to show how envy and selfish ambition can spiral into far 
greater sin and far-reaching consequences. What does that example reveal about the danger of 
letting sin take root rather than addressing it early?

Look at the seven characteristics of wisdom from above in verses 17 and 18: pure, peace-loving, 
gentle, compliant, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, and without pretense. Which of these do 
you feel most reflects your life right now? Which one feels most out of reach?

The sermon made a clear distinction between character formed by legalism and character formed by 
growing closer to God. Why does that distinction matter, and how can we tell the difference in our 
own lives?

Going Deeper

The sermon described the Pharisees as people who started with noble intentions but drifted over time 
because their focus shifted from beholding God to maintaining their own standards. Where in your 
own life might a similar drift be happening, even subtly?

John Owen's advice included addressing sin's first signs rather than waiting until it has taken deep 
root. What makes it hard to act on sin early? What would it look like practically to take that seriously?

Practical Applications

This Week, Consider These Steps:

1.  Take sin seriously. Identify one area of sin, whether envy, selfish ambition, or something else, 
that you have been treating as minor or manageable. Bring it honestly to God in prayer. Repent 
of it and ask God to deliver you from it, not just to help you manage it.

2.  Memorize James 3:17-18. Rather than just reading the passage and moving on, commit these 
two verses to memory this week. Meditate on what each characteristic of wisdom from above 
would look like in your daily life. Consider texting a group member your progress as a way of 
staying accountable.

3.  Evaluate your community. Ask yourself honestly: who in your life actually knows your struggles? 
Who is allowed to speak into your character and call you out when needed? If the answer is no 
one, take one step this week toward building that kind of relationship, whether by reaching out to 



someone in the group, joining a smaller accountability pairing, or simply having an honest 
conversation with someone you trust.

4.  Bring someone in. Think of one person in your life, a neighbor, coworker, or acquaintance, who 
seems isolated or is clearly searching for something. Pray for them this week and consider one 
concrete way you could invite them into community.

5.  Get outside. As a simple and practical act of refocusing your heart, spend some intentional time 
outside this week. Let what God has made remind you of who God is and recalibrate your 
perspective away from the pressures and comparisons that feed envy and selfish ambition.

Closing Reflection

Close your time together by reading James 3:17-18 aloud as a group. Then spend a few minutes in 
prayer, asking God to form these characteristics in your lives, not through your own effort, but through 
a genuine and growing closeness to Him. Pray specifically for one another by name, and for the 
people in your lives who need to be brought into community.

For Further Study

James 1:17 -- Every good and perfect gift comes from above

Matthew 5:5 -- The Beatitude concerning the meek

Proverbs 27:17 -- The image of iron sharpening iron

The Gospel of Mark -- Observe the contrast between the Pharisees and Jesus as an example of how 
character drifts when focus shifts from God to self



Wisdom From Above: Living Out What We 
Know

Day 1: Wisdom Is More Than Words

Reading: James 3:13-18

Devotional: James challenges us to consider whether our wisdom is truly from God or merely 

from ourselves. Wisdom is not a collection of clever sayings or accumulated knowledge. It is a 

living, breathing reality that shows itself through how we treat people, how we handle 

conflict, and how we carry ourselves when no one is watching. The question James poses is 

not academic. It is deeply personal. If you claim to know God, your life should reflect that 

knowledge. Today, consider the gap between what you say you believe and how you actually 

live. Ask God to close that gap through His Spirit.

Reflection Question: Where does your daily conduct most clearly reveal the state of your 

heart before God?

Practical Application: Choose one relationship this week where you will intentionally practice 

gentleness and humility, not because it is easy, but because wisdom from above demands it.



Day 2: The Danger of Selfish Ambition

Reading: James 3:14-16; 2 Samuel 11:1-5

Devotional: David's story is a sobering reminder that selfish ambition and envy do not stay 

small. What began as a wandering eye became adultery, deception, and murder. James warns 

us that where envy and selfish ambition take root, disorder and every evil practice follow. 

This is not an exaggeration. It is a spiritual law. Sin compounds. It multiplies. It spreads into 

every corner of a life that was once ordered around God. The antidote is not willpower alone. 

It is a heart that has been captured by the gospel, which declares that we are not enough on 

our own and that Christ is sufficient where we are not.

Reflection Question: Where in your life are you quietly feeding envy or ambition that is aimed 

at your own glory rather than God's?

Practical Application: Confess one specific area of selfish ambition to God in prayer today. 

Ask Him not only for forgiveness but for genuine deliverance from it.



Day 3: The Character Behind the Work

Reading: Matthew 5:3-12; Colossians 3:12-17

Devotional: Jesus opens the Sermon on the Mount by describing the character of those who 

belong to His kingdom. Meekness, mercy, purity of heart. These are not personality traits 

some people are born with. They are the fruit of a life that has been surrendered to God and 

shaped by His Spirit over time. The attitude behind our good works matters just as much as 

the works themselves. A lawn mowed with bitterness and complaint is not an act of love. A 

meal served with resentment is not generosity. God is not only interested in what you do. He 

is deeply interested in who you are becoming as you do it.

Reflection Question: Think of a recent act of service or kindness. What was the attitude of 

your heart as you did it?

Practical Application: Before you serve someone today, pause and ask God to align your heart 

with His so that the work flows from genuine love rather than obligation or appearance.



Day 4: Fighting Sin Before It Grows

Reading: Romans 8:12-17; Hebrews 12:1-3

Devotional: Sin rarely announces itself as a catastrophe. It begins as a small compromise, a 

lingering thought, a pattern that seems manageable. But left unaddressed, it takes root and 

grows. The writer of Hebrews calls us to throw off the sin that so easily entangles and to fix 

our eyes on Jesus. The direction of our gaze determines the direction of our life. When we 

look at Jesus, we are reminded of what it cost Him to set us free. That reminder fuels the 

urgency to fight sin early, at its first signs, before it has shaped our habits and hardened our 

hearts. Do not wait until the limp is severe.

Reflection Question: Is there a sin in your life that you have been managing rather than 

fighting? What would it look like to take it seriously today?

Practical Application: Identify one person in your life who can hold you accountable in a 

specific area of ongoing struggle. Reach out to that person this week and invite that honest 

conversation.



Day 5: Community, Character, and the Gospel

Reading: Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; Galatians 6:1-5

Devotional: God has never designed His people to walk alone. From the beginning, He placed 

people in community because He knew that the road of sanctification is long, difficult, and 

not meant to be traveled in isolation. Galatians reminds us to carry one another's burdens, 

which is how we fulfill the law of Christ. Wisdom from above is not only personal. It is 

communal. It is formed in us through relationships where we are known, challenged, 

encouraged, and loved. The world around us is starving for exactly this kind of community. As 

your character is shaped by God, you become a door through which others can enter into 

something they have been searching for without knowing what it was.

Reflection Question: Who in your life is currently walking without a community that speaks 

truth into them? How might God be calling you to reach out to that person?

Practical Application: Memorize James 3:17-18 this week. Meditate on each characteristic 

listed and ask God to make those qualities increasingly visible in your daily life and 

relationships.


