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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 

 

James 3:13-4:8 

 

If you’ve been here the past few weeks, you know that we are in the midst of a sermon series on 

the Book of James. Pastor Steve preached the first week on James’ understanding of faith and 

last week on the power of our words. I encourage you to take some time this week to read the 

Book of James in its entirety – it’s not long, but there’s a lot to it. Fun fact: For the average 

reader, it will take you just sixteen minutes to read the entire Book of James.  

 

Our reading this week opens by asking: “Are any of you wise?” Now that is a good question! Are 

any of us wise? Before we’re tempted to answer that, James goes on to tell us that we must be 

clear – there are two kinds of wisdom, and let’s not confuse them: one that is “wisdom from 

above” and one that is “earthly wisdom”. Remember, James is very practical, so he gives us 

some tools for figuring out which is which. He tells us that earthly wisdom leads to “disorder and 

everything that is evil”, that the person who relies on earthly wisdom is motivated by jealousy 

and selfish ambition. OK, I can go there with James. Jealousy, selfishness, disorder, evil…. Those 

aren’t good things. But I get a little stuck on the “earthly wisdom” piece. How does that wisdom 

show up? 

 

Well, to sort that out, we have to start thinking about what seems “wise” in this world. Take a 

moment to think about that. I gave that some thought this week, looking at my own life, and I 

would suggest to you that most of the things we consider “wise” have to do with ensuring our 

prosperity: I’ve been told it is “wise” to get a college degree or two, so that I could have a 

good-paying job. It is “wise” for me to invest my money, so that I can have a comfortable life 

now and then have a good life in retirement. I’ve been told it is “wise” to have some ambition 

and drive, so that I can live the very best possible life I can. If I dig deep, I can admit I’ve heard it 

is “wise” to look out for myself, because no one else is going to do it for me. You can come up 

with your own list of earthly wisdoms. When we name them, all of these things seem pretty 

reasonable actually, but James is saying to us here, “Hold on a minute. These things aren’t about 

working for God; they’re about working for yourself. And even though they seem reasonable 

and responsible, they can quickly spiral into something destructive, selfish, and evil. It’s not 

enough, and it won’t last.”  

 

He sets up a contrast with this “wisdom from above” that is “pure, and then peaceful, gentle, 

obedient, filled with mercy and good actions, fair, and genuine.” Doesn’t that sound familiar? I 

hear that and immediately think of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians – “For the fruit of the Spirit is 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” You 

see, I think what James is trying to do here in his wisdom dichotomy is to push back against our 

tendency to focus on the work of self and instead challenge us to prioritize the work of the Spirit 

– that wisdom from above that outlasts any earthly wisdom we might cling to. 



 

 

And then James takes an unexpected turn. He goes on to wrap up his discourse on wisdom with 

this statement: “Those who make peace sow the seeds of justice by their peaceful acts.” Peace. 

What does that have to do with wisdom? Well, James just told us about this Holy Spirit wisdom 

that brings about lasting goodness – maybe even peace, in contrast to this earthly wisdom that 

only offers temporary peace at best. James is encouraging his readers to seek after this “wisdom 

from above” by working to make peace. 

 

Notice that James didn’t tell us to find peace or keep the peace. He’s talking about making 

peace. He’s being consistent with everything else he’s said in this letter so far in that he’s 

expecting us to actually do something. So, in this case, James isn’t content with the idea of an 

inner peace that we hold in our hearts or some kind of passivity, a non-response that we call 

peace. No, James is insisting that we go about the work of peace-making, an active, creative 

work toward true peace that leads to justice. And friends, that is hard work. 

 

“Those who make peace sow the seeds of justice with their peaceful acts.” This isn’t really a new 

idea James is proposing. Remember, we said he is believed to be the brother of Jesus. Jesus 

talked about peace too. What was it he said in the Beatitudes? “Blessed are the peacemakers, 

for they will be called children of God.” And Jesus wasn’t proposing anything new! The idea of 

peacemaking is found throughout the Hebrew scriptures – the scriptures Jesus knew well.  

 

That makes sense to us. We know that peace is a theme of the Bible. But I fear we may have lost 

something in translation. You see, today, we have this idea that peace is calmness and serenity 

– the absence of tension. We have this idea that it is somehow something different from justice. 

But in the scriptures that Jesus would have known, the scriptures he referenced throughout his 

earthly ministry, the word shalom is everywhere. Shalom is this Hebrew word we translate to 

“peace” but it is so much more – it’s a peace that means wholeness in every part of our being 

and with everyone and everything around us. It isn’t halfway or “good enough” – it’s what’s 

required for the entire community to live into the fullness of life God desires for us. It’s the very 

presence of justice for all people. When Jesus talked about peace-making, he was talking 

about shalom. When James reiterated this idea of peace-making, he was talking about shalom.  

 

If you read the Meridian Street Weekly email that went out this past week, you know I referenced 

one of the many wall hangings in my office here. I brought it with me this morning – it’s this 

picture of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. with some words of his overlaid. These are words 

from his 1958 memoir recalling the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Dr. King said, “True peace is not 

merely the absence of tension: it is the presence of justice.” He was talking about shalom. 

 

Dr. King talked a lot about peacemaking in his sermons and speeches, and his life was certainly 

a testament to that commitment. He is remembered as a champion of nonviolence, even a 

recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. And yet, it wasn’t all a love-fest for Dr. King. He was, by all 

accounts, hated by many in his day. He was arrested and beaten, surveilled by the government, 

and ultimately killed for his commitment to true peace. People did not appreciate what Dr. King 

had to say or how he put his words into action. 

 

In that Meridian Street Weekly article, I included a link to the letter that Dr. King wrote a few 

years later from a jail in Birmingham. He wrote this in response to an open letter eight white 

clergymen published in the Birmingham paper. In that letter, titled “A Call for Unity”, these 



 

 

pastors expressed their sympathy for Dr. King’s cause and condemned hatred and violence, but 

then they went on to criticize Dr. King’s methods. They said that the courts could and should 

address the issues of racial injustice, but “urged that decisions of those courts should in the 

meantime be peacefully obeyed.” They urged the black community “to withdraw support from 

these demonstrations, and to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham.” Using 

seemingly rational language, they told Dr. King his actions of civil disobedience were “unwise 

and untimely”. They were saying, “You really need to stop what you’re doing, Martin, so we can 

have a little peace around here.” [my paraphrase] This public letter was signed by eight 

prominent white clergymen, two of whom were Methodist bishops. 

 

This letter is what prompted Dr. King’s now-famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” If we had the 

time this morning, I’d read the whole thing to you. But out of respect for the one-hour limit we’ve 

put on our time together, I’ll share just this portion: 

 

“There was a time when the church was very powerful – in the time when the early Christians 

rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the church was 

not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a 

thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Whenever the early Christians entered a town, 

the people in power became disturbed and immediately sought to convict the Christians for 

being ‘disturbers of the peace’ and ‘outside agitators.’ But the Christians pressed on, in the 

conviction that they were ‘a colony of heaven,’ called to obey God rather than [humans]. Small 

in number, they were big in commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to be ‘astronomically 

intimidated.’ By their effort and example they brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide 

and gladiatorial contests. Things are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak, 

ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an archdefender of the status quo. Far 

from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the average 

community is consoled by the church's silent – and often even vocal – sanction of things as they 

are. 

 

“But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If today's church does not 

recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of 

millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century. 

Every day I meet young people whose disappointment with the church has turned into outright 

disgust.” 

 

Those words were written 56 years ago, but they still ring true today. Earthly wisdom tells us – 

especially us in the Church – not to rock the boat or ruffle feathers. Earthly wisdom speaks to our 

sense of self-preservation and tells us to be peace-keepers. But that wisdom from above calls us 

to work for God and not ourselves, to throw out our ingrained notions of self-preservation, to stop 

keeping the peace and start making it.  

 

We like to think that the kind of backlash and criticism Dr. King received is a relic of the past – 

that we’re not like that anymore. But we are. This week, I reached out to some of my pastor 

friends, and I asked them to share with me some of the letters and emails they’ve received from 

church members in response to their work for peace and justice in their communities. Here’s just 

a sample of the responses I got: 

 



 

 

“I don’t care what the Bible says, that’s not what this church does.” 

“You preach too much about Jesus.” 

"You're a disgrace." 

"You bring shame upon this church."  

“You shouldn’t talk about Dr. King. That’s not very Christian.” 

"You need to go back where you came from." 

“You’re leading people into hell.” 

 

There’s a lot more, but you get the idea. These are not made up. A couple of them were taken 

verbatim from hate mail I’ve received. All of these words were written to pastors – more 

specifically young, female pastors – and they were all written by church people who didn’t like 

their pastors’ commitment to justice, to their work with issues of systemic racism, poverty, and 

other forms of injustice and oppression in their communities. And I share this with you not to 

garner any kind of sympathy or outrage, but to instead shine a light on our own deep discomfort 

in the church with this idea of “true peace” that Dr. King is talking about, that James is talking 

about. We like to think that was then, but it is also now. 

 

“Those who make peace sow the seeds of justice by their peaceful acts.” James is encouraging 

us to be peacemakers. But the kind of peace he’s talking about is a far cry from the false peace 

we too often settle for in the Church. It’s much easier to choose the absence of tension and 

conflict that looks like peace than it is to do the hard work of digging down to what is 

underneath that tension and conflict so that we can start making peace in our communities. It’s 

much easier to criticize the protestors, the activists, and the rioters than it is to actually 

understand why they’re rioting and respond to their pain. Because, if we are honest, that 

peace-making that that James is talking about, that Dr. King modeled for us, that Jesus points us 

toward, that peacemaking is hard work, and it’s probably going to tick somebody off. And they 

might send us hate mail. But we also might be able to play a small part in this transformation of 

the world that God is doing – and that is worth it. 

 

I think James knew about this hate-mail we’d be getting when we wrote later in our reading 

about “friendship with the world”. Did you catch that part? He said, “Don’t you know that 

friendship with the world means hostility toward God? So whoever wants to be the world’s friend 

becomes God’s enemy.” James is saying we can’t have it both ways – we can’t be faithful to 

the work God is calling us to – to the “wisdom from above” –  and expect everyone to like us or 

even approve of our methods. Can’t we all be friends? James is saying, “probably not.” That’s a 

hard word.  

 

But what was it James said at the end of our scripture reading? “Doesn’t God long for our 

faithfulness in the life God has given to us? But God gives us more grace.” Friends, that’s the 

Good News: God longs for so much more for us. God wants us to choose lives of peacemaking, 

lives that sow the seeds of justice, lives of shalom. And every time we lose sight of that, God just 

keeps calling us back and giving us a little more grace.  

 

God knows this work is not easy, but God is with us. Thanks be to God. 


