
BREAKING THE CYCLE OF CONTRASTING WISDOM 
STUDY GUIDE 

Primary Scripture 

James 3:13–18 

Big Idea 

Wisdom is not proven by how much we know or how much we say. 
Wisdom is demonstrated by the kind of life our knowledge produces. 

Two competing sources of wisdom exist. Wisdom from below centers on self 
and produces envy, conflict, confusion, and destructive behavior. Wisdom 
from above reflects God's character and produces humility, peace, mercy, 
good fruit, sincerity, and righteousness. 

INTRODUCTION: WISDOM HAS A SOURCE 

James has already spent much of chapter 3 talking about the power of the 
tongue. 

That discussion is connected directly to wisdom. 

The question is not merely: 

“What are you saying?” 

The deeper question is: 

“What kind of wisdom is producing what you are saying?” 

James asks: 

Who among you is wise and understanding? 

His answer is important because genuine wisdom is not something we 
merely claim. 

Wisdom must be demonstrated. 

A person can possess information and still lack wisdom. 



A person can speak confidently and still lack wisdom. 

A person can occupy a position of influence and still lack wisdom. 

Biblical wisdom is visible in conduct, character, relationships, and actions. 

Key Thought 

Wisdom is the application of heavenly knowledge to earthly living. 

1. GREATER INFLUENCE BRINGS GREATER 
RESPONSIBILITY 

James begins the chapter with a warning concerning teachers. 

Teachers were extremely important in the early church because they helped 
shape what believers understood about God, Scripture, and Christian living. 

But influence carries responsibility. 

A teacher does more than communicate information. 

A teacher can influence: 

• how people think, 

• what people believe, 

• how people interpret Scripture, 

• and ultimately how people live. 

That is why James warns that teachers will receive stricter judgment. 

Principle 

Greater influence translates into greater responsibility. 

God does not simply consider the size of our platform. He considers what we 
do with what He has entrusted to us. 

The principle applies beyond formal teachers. 



Whenever God gives us influence over another person, whether as a parent, 
leader, pastor, mentor, supervisor, or friend, our influence should be exercised 
with humility. 

2. YOUR WORDS REVEAL WHAT IS HAPPENING IN 
YOUR HEART 

James immediately connects teaching with the tongue. 

Everybody stumbles. 

But James identifies the ability to control one's speech as evidence of 
maturity. 

The word translated “perfect” carries the idea of being mature or complete. 

James is not describing earthly sinlessness. He is describing increasing 
spiritual maturity. 

The tongue may be small, but it functions like a master switch. 

When the tongue is uncontrolled, it often reveals that something deeper is 
uncontrolled. 

Key Principle 

The tongue shows us what is going on with the heart. 

Therefore, the lasting solution to destructive speech is not simply learning 
better vocabulary or trying harder to remain quiet. 

The heart beneath the words must be addressed. 

Memorable Truth 

Change the heart, and the speech will follow. 

Wrong speech frequently reveals that wisdom is missing somewhere 
underneath it. 

The issue may be: 

• pride, 

• jealousy, 



• insecurity, 

• bitterness, 

• selfish ambition, 

• unforgiveness, 

• or a desire to control. 

The words are the fruit. 

The heart is the root. 

3. WISDOM MUST BE DEMONSTRATED 

James asks: 

Who is wise and understanding among you? 

His answer is not: 

“Let that person explain everything he knows.” 

Instead, James points to conduct. 

True wisdom is shown through good works done with humility and 
gentleness. 

Key Principle 

Wise deeds are the proof of a wise life. 

Faith works similarly. 

Faith cannot remain merely theoretical. Genuine faith eventually produces 
action. 

Likewise, wisdom cannot remain merely intellectual. 

Wisdom changes behavior. 

Wisdom changes responses. 

Wisdom changes relationships. 



Wisdom changes priorities. 

Wisdom changes how we handle pressure. 

Memorable Truth 

In the absence of good works, there is often an abundance of worthless 
words. 

Real wisdom does not need constantly to announce itself. 

Eventually, the fruit speaks. 

4. WISDOM FROM BELOW BEGINS WITH SELF 

James identifies bitter envy and selfish ambition as evidence that 
something is wrong beneath the surface. 

These two characteristics are closely connected. 

Envy says: 

“I want what you have.” 

Selfish ambition says: 

“I want to get ahead, even if it costs someone else.” 

When those attitudes control the heart, strife is never far behind. 

James describes this wisdom as: 

Earthly. Sensual. Demonic. 

That is intentionally strong language. 

Something can appear intelligent, calculated, strategic, or advantageous and 
still contradict the wisdom of God. 

Wisdom From Below Produces: 

Mixed motives instead of purity 
Conflict instead of peace 
Harshness instead of gentleness 



Demands instead of accommodation 
Unforgiveness instead of mercy 
Bad fruit instead of good fruit 
Prejudice instead of impartiality 
Manipulation instead of sincerity 

Its root is self. 

And eventually its fruit is disorder. 

Key Truth 

Human wisdom rooted in selfish ambition eventually produces confusion 
and destructive behavior. 

When everybody insists on protecting themselves, promoting themselves, 
defending themselves, and getting their own way, relationships suffer. 

Homes suffer. 

Ministries suffer. 

Churches suffer. 

Communities suffer. 

5. WISDOM FROM ABOVE LOOKS LIKE GOD 

James does not leave us with only a warning. 

He shows us another kind of wisdom. 

Wisdom from above. 

God's wisdom produces qualities that reflect God's character. 

Wisdom From Above Is: 

Pure 
Its motives are clean. 

Peaceable 
It does not constantly look for another battle. 



Gentle 
It knows that truth does not require unnecessary harshness. 

Willing to yield 
It does not need to win every argument or have everything its own way. 

Full of mercy 
It knows how to extend to others the grace it has received from God. 

Full of good fruits 
Its results eventually become visible. 

Without partiality 
It does not manipulate standards based upon who benefits. 

Without hypocrisy 
It is sincere. 

Key Principle 

Godly wisdom builds what selfish wisdom destroys. 

Human wisdom often asks: 

“How does this benefit me?” 

Godly wisdom asks: 

“How can God be glorified, righteousness be produced, and people be 
helped?” 

6. TRUE WISDOM PRODUCES HUMILITY 

True wisdom does not make a person arrogant. 

It produces humility. 

Why? 

Because the wiser we become concerning God, the more accurately we 
understand ourselves in relationship to Him. 

Wisdom reminds us: 

God is the source. 



God is the standard. 

God deserves the glory. 

We are dependent upon Him. 

That removes the need to impress everybody. 

It removes the need to prove that we are always right. 

It removes the need to compete with everybody around us. 

Key Truth 

True wisdom produces humility because wisdom understands who we are 
in relationship to God. 

7. MOST PEOPLE DON'T NEED DIFFERENT 
CIRCUMSTANCES. THEY NEED WISDOM. 

Our first prayer is often: 

“God, change this situation.” 

But sometimes God's answer is: 

“Let Me give you wisdom for the situation.” 

We spend enormous amounts of energy trying to change: 

people, 

jobs, 

relationships, 

conditions, 

opportunities, 

and environments. 

But sometimes circumstances are not the greatest problem. 

Memorable Truth 



Most people don't need a change in their circumstances as much as they 
need wisdom to manage their circumstances. 

Wisdom teaches us: 

when to speak, 

when to remain silent, 

when to move, 

when to wait, 

when to confront, 

when to forgive, 

when to release, 

and how to respond. 

A difficult circumstance handled with godly wisdom can produce growth. 

A favorable circumstance handled without wisdom can still produce 
destruction. 

8. HEAVENLY WISDOM REQUIRES HEAVENLY 
COMMUNICATION 

If wisdom comes from above, we cannot receive it merely by looking around 
us. 

We must look upward. 

Memorable Truth 

To convey heavenly wisdom, you must communicate with Heaven. 

Prayer matters. 

Scripture matters. 

The Holy Spirit matters. 

Submission to God matters. 



We cannot continuously consume the world's world and expect to respond 
automatically with the wisdom of Heaven. 

Godly wisdom grows when our hearts remain connected to God. 

thinking 
James ultimately gives us a root-and-fruit principle. 

Wisdom From Below 

Root: 
Envy 
Selfish ambition 
Pride 
Self-interest 

Fruit: 
Strife 
Confusion 
Disorder 
Division 
Destructive behavior 

Wisdom From Above 

Root: 
Relationship with God 
Humility 
Purity 
Mercy 
Peace 

Fruit: 
Good works 
Unity 
Gentleness 
Righteousness 
Peace 

You cannot continually plant one kind of seed and expect another kind of 
harvest. 



Key Principle 

The wisdom you cultivate determines the fruit you produce. 

10. SOW PEACE IF YOU WANT A RIGHTEOUS HARVEST 

James concludes with an agricultural picture. 

Righteousness produces a harvest. 

But that harvest is cultivated in an atmosphere of peace. 

Peace does not mean avoiding truth. 

Peace does not mean ignoring problems. 

Peace means that even when difficult issues must be addressed, God's 
wisdom governs how we address them. 

Final Teaching Truth 

If you want to bear the fruit of righteousness, you must sow and cultivate 
peace. 

Human wisdom tears people down. 

Godly wisdom builds people up. 

Human wisdom creates rivalry. 

Godly wisdom creates unity. 

Human wisdom protects self. 

Godly wisdom reflects Christ. 



REFLECTION & DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. According to James 3, what is the difference between possessing 

knowledge and possessing wisdom? 

2. What can our words reveal about the condition of our hearts? 

3. Why are envy and selfish ambition such dangerous foundations for 
decision-making? 

4. Which characteristic of wisdom from above do you believe is most 
needed in your relationships right now? 

5. Have you ever asked God to change a circumstance when you may 
have needed wisdom to manage it? 

6. How can someone distinguish between something that merely sounds 
wise and wisdom that actually comes from God? 

7. What kind of fruit has your recent decision-making been producing? 

8. Are there areas where you have been trying to control your words 
without allowing God to address the heart beneath them? 

9. What would it practically look like for you to “sow peace” this week? 

10. What is one situation in which you need wisdom from above right now? 

PRACTICAL APPLICATION 

1. CHECK THE ROOT 

Before reacting, ask: 

What is motivating me right now? 

Is it humility? 

Or pride? 

Peace? 

Or the desire to win? 



Love? 

Or jealousy? 

Godly wisdom begins with an honest heart examination. 

2. CHECK THE FRUIT 

Ask: 

What will this response produce? 

Confusion? 

Division? 

Strife? 

Or peace, mercy, maturity, and righteousness? 

3. CHECK YOUR WORDS 

Listen carefully to your own speech this week. 

Your words may reveal an area of your heart that God wants to address. 

4. ASK FOR WISDOM 

Before asking God only to change the circumstances, ask: 

“Lord, give me wisdom to handle these circumstances.” 

5. CULTIVATE PEACE 

Choose one relationship or situation where tension exists and intentionally 
respond with the gentleness, mercy, sincerity, and peace that come from 
above. 



CLOSING PRAYER 
Father, thank You for being the source of true wisdom. Search our hearts and 
reveal every place where bitterness, envy, pride, selfish ambition, or wrong 
motives have been influencing our words and decisions. 

Give us wisdom from above. 

Make our hearts pure, our attitudes peaceable, our responses gentle, and our 
lives full of mercy and good fruit. 

Teach us not merely to know what is right, but to live what is right. Help us 
recognize that our words reveal our hearts, and transform us from the inside 
out. 

When we face difficult circumstances, give us wisdom to respond in a way 
that honors You. Help us build people rather than tear them down, pursue 
unity rather than strife, and sow peace so that our lives produce a harvest of 
righteousness. 

In Jesus' name, Amen.


