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 13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in the 
humility that comes from wisdom. 14 But if you harbour bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do 
not boast about it or deny the truth. 15 Such "wisdom" does not come down from heaven but is earthly, 
unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every 
evil practice.  

17 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, 
submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 18 Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a 
harvest of righteousness.   

1 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? 
2 You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and 
fight. You do not have because you do not ask God. 3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask 
with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.  4 You adulterous people, 
don't you know that friendship with the world means enmity against God? Anyone who chooses 
to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. 

5Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies 
intensely? 6But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says:  
   "God opposes the proud  
      but gives grace to the humble."  

 7Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8Come near to God 
and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify (make holy) your hearts, 
you double-minded. 9Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to 
gloom. 10Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.  

-- James 3:13 – 4:3 

 

What did you think of me when I took my stand up here as a preacher?  Some of you 

who don’t know me well might take a look at my unprepared clothing and think that I 

can’t possibly be prepared to deliver the word of God to you today.  Those of you who 

generally like it when I preach might be excited but a little fearful of some of the painful 

truth-telling I’ve been known to do.  Yet how many of you see me as a person under 

great temptation? 
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I don’t know what kinds of temptations you face when you gather here with me on 

Sunday mornings.  Some of you are tempted to check your email on your Blackberries 

and iPhones.  Others hear my voice and immediately feel their eyelids begin to droop.  

Yet the temptation I face every Sunday is that of wanting you to think well of me.  My 

selfish ambition, you see, has nothing to do with building a big church in a big church 

building.  It has everything to do with wanting you to think of me as wise or smart or 

articulate or all three.  We all in our own ways struggle with this ambition to be well-

thought of, but many times, I cannot make the leap into praying “but I want them to think 

better of You, God.” 

I suppose from a certain point of view the life I’ve been called to can seem noble.  

Most well-meaning Christians I meet tend towards a kind of admiration for me when I 

tell them I’m a pastor—but in many cases, people erroneously gush over how I’m 

selflessly sacrificing everything to give my life to the Lord.  The truth is that very often, 

church ministry can be a way of getting something that you may have been denied all 

your life:  people’s attention and affirmation.  I now have your attention—pray that I do 

not abuse it by indulging my ambition for your affirmation.   

The book of James was written for the “twelve tribes scattered among the nations”1, 

which may mean that this was solely intended for Jewish Christians, but an equally 

viable explanation is that James wrote his open letter for the new tribes of Israel, the 

persecuted and scattered Jesus people—our forebears in faith.  James is a plea for the 

                                            
1 Jas 1:1 
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people of God to live with integrity, but we need to keep in mind that this text was not 

written for our postmodern individualistic mindset.  Rather, this is a text that addresses 

the Christian community as a whole—us—not simply our individual quality of life.  

Personal integrity is not something we develop out of concern for ourselves—it is 

something we develop out of concern for the people we are bound to love.  A living and 

vigorous faith is not simply proven by the transformation of our lives as we live them out 

as the scattered people of God at home or at work.  Our faith is tested and proven most 

vitally in the transformation of our life together as the gathered people of God.   

After having cautioned those who would presume to be teachers for the people of 

God, James writes in v.13: “Who is wise and understanding among you?”  Note that he 

does not say that the wise and understanding are to stand up and show how wise and 

understanding they are by means of preaching or teaching.  The wise and 

understanding are not those who fling superior education in your face or who use long 

words and quote obscure books.  Instead, the wise and understanding—as they are 

deemed wise and understanding by God—are those who live out the demands of their 

faith in humble love. 

Churches tend to idolize the impressive people in their midst, particularly those who 

can stand at the front and deliver an inspiring sermon.  Yet what James is saying here is 

nothing short of revolutionary for those who aspire to teach.  The wisdom of God is not 

necessarily to be found in those who stand behind a lectern and flap their gums for a 

living, but in those who obey the law of love for each other.  We are to live a life of 
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integrated spirituality where words, actions, and our thoughts are yoked to the law of 

love of God and for each other 

 Ah yes.  Perhaps you thought you could go one Sunday without hearing about 

the law of love, but here it is nonetheless.  The difficulty of true Christian community is 

not in showing up on Sunday morning or trekking to a discipleship group on a 

convenient night. The difficulty of being the people of God is the labour of giving and 

forgiving in the other-preferring love that marks us as the people of the God of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob. It is not our incredible preaching nor our massive stone building nor 

our multitude of programs that show others who it is we follow.  It is our love and 

forbearance for each other—the latter becoming even more difficult as we become more 

intimate and smell each other’s sin.  Yet because of God’s love for each of us, we are 

compelled to remain in each other’s debt:  the debt to persevere in love.2   

 We needed to pause there for a moment because what comes next is only 

explicable by love as it is practiced in community.  James writes that wisdom that is not 

of the Kingdom of God tastes of bitter envy3 and selfish ambition4.  In each case, love is 

turned solely inwards, towards what we can get for ourselves and to what station in life 

we can rise to.  Worldly wisdom is a matter of independence, seclusion, and rivalry. 

However, Godly wisdom is entirely communal in nature:  “pure; then peace-loving, 

considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.”5   Worldly 

                                            
2 Rom 13:8 
3 GR: ζηλον πικρον, ”bitter jealousy”, or “bitter pursuit/embrace” 
4 GR:  εριθεια, “fractionized strife”à  before NT, was only found in Aristotle and used to refer to 

seeking political office by unfair means 
5 Jas 3:17 
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wisdom is a matter of constantly angling to get the best for yourself.  Godly wisdom is a 

matter of figuring out how to give your best away—a foolishness the world cannot 

understand. 

 We often play around with selfish ambition like children playing with matches in a 

fireworks factory.  Most of us have been able to subdue our Sunday morning ambition to 

the point that it is nothing as unseemly as openly wishing to become a pastor so that 

you have a captive audience for a half-hour.  Yet what dogs many of us who have 

reached the higher echelons of our careers is not necessarily personal ambition, but a 

thinly veiled version of it as it is lived in our children.  Though on the one hand you may 

profess your trust in God for everything, a question worth asking at all stages of your 

child’s life is whether you trust God when it comes to them as well.  Then, after asking 

that, you need to ask whether your ambition for your children helps perpetuate 

unhealthy standards in the community that lead to competition and ultimately, strife.   

An even more subtle form of ambition that begins to drive us apart comes when 

we seek to manipulate each other for the sole purpose of being seen as good or kind or 

wise—my constant temptation.  In an image-oriented culture, we often become 

obsessed with image-management.  Over time, as we manage our exteriors to become 

merely ‘nice’ people, we lose touch with the reality of the Kingdom for the Broken in 

Christ, the Kingdom of God.  We become people who never show any emotion in public 

other than the occasional benign smile.  We become people who never speak to 

unfamiliar faces, and so become trapped in glass cages where we circulate amongst 

the same clique instead of extending the hospitality of God to all.  We cease to share of 
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ourselves in an open and honest way, and become spectators peering down at others 

through our church-coloured opera glasses.  All in the name of remaining comfortable 

and invulnerable, a rock, an island where we are left unharmed but also untouched. 

 The picture that James gives us is one of polluting God’s community with worldly 

ideas—that we end up “looking out for number one” instead of looking out for each other.  

Though we may never openly strive with each other to the point of murder, how many of 

us exert subtle forms of peer pressure to conform to certain standards of living that, 

quite simply, are out of reach?  Do we sometimes harm each other by flaunting the 

clothes we wear, the cars we drive, or the gadgets in our pockets?  I admit, I often find 

myself at the bottom of some of these pitfalls.  I envy some of your things. 

 This is not another ploy to try to have your sympathy as I work through my issues 

of attention-seeking and hunger for affirmation.  Even by saying it, I am risking your 

admiration for being so bold—but I tell you this in the hope that you might also realize 

and let go of your own false ambition to appear unbroken so that we might have a 

chance to sort it out together.   

 A wise old pastor once said to me “the strength of your preaching lies in how well 

you know your congregation.”  But hear this: If the strength of my preaching lies in how 

well I know you, then the strength of your response does not lie in how well you come to 

know me, but in how well you come to know the living God.  We do not humble 

ourselves in the hopes that we might get a gold star and be known as the humblest 

woman on earth.  We humble ourselves for the sake of love, wherein the presence of 

God is shown amongst us.  How are we to witness to the world?  Not by our acts of 
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charity or dramatic preaching, but by loving each other, because we are the Beloved of 

God 

 It is here that James brings us; letting go of our ambitions for ourselves and for 

each other leads to freedom.  When we release ourselves and each other from the 

burden of self-determination, we exercise grace—and when we exercise grace, we 

show the loving character of God.  Yet the task of love cannot be performed while one 

party refuses to humble themselves and be transparent.  This transparency is the risk of 

love—that the people to whom you bare yourself will not respond in a way that you want, 

or perhaps even reject you.  But the promise of this passage is that the risk is worth it, 

for as we humble ourselves in our relationships and let go of our need for self-

justification, it is here that God meets us and raises us up.  Community—real 

community—happens when we lay down our ambitions and simply come, without any 

pretence, as the broken people we are.   

 This is counter intuitive.  So much of our lives are spent making ourselves look 

more impressive or accomplished than we really are that the idea of letting go of 

ourselves to give and receive love is entirely alien.  And, in fact, it is.  It comes from a 

Kingdom not of this earth.  Yet since Christ has come, this Kingdom has come, and still 

is yet to come in its fullness.   

 

1.)  What kinds of ambitions do you have?  How do these ambitions get in the 

way of loving others? 

2.) What does Community mean to you? 


