The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 20, Year B
The text: James 3:13 – 4:3, 7, 8a
‘Who is wise and understanding among you?’ This is the question that James asked of the community he was writing to, possibly the Jewish converts in the church in Jerusalem. It was a reasonable enough question to ask. Hopefully all of us have a level of wisdom and understanding, but there are generally some people in a given community that we consider to be particularly wise and understanding. These are the people that you will generally take special note of when they have something to say in a congregation meeting.

But James appears to be asking this question with a bit of underlying anger. He seemed to realise that plenty of people in the community he was writing to thought they were wise and understanding, but he was seeing little evidence of it. You would expect to see some good fruit if there was wisdom and understanding in a community – but James just wasn’t seeing it.

It would be interesting to see our response if the same question was asked of our community: ‘Who is wise and understanding among us’? Probably not too many people would put their own hand up, feeling that would be a bit too arrogant, and we could run the risk of having those around us disagreeing with our assessment. And that could be awkward!

It is probably easier for us to nominate others who we think are wise and understanding – like those ones we listen to at church meetings. 

But wisdom and understanding can easily become confused with power and prestige and control. That seemed to have happened among the people James was writing to. And they weren’t the first. The original band of disciples had their own issues around power and prestige and control. In the Gospel reading set down for today from Mark 9 (v 33-34) we find the disciples arguing about which one of them was the greatest.

If you want to be wise and understanding so you can lord it over others then this is a very foolish way to go and it will end up harming the community you belong to. Jesus turned this thinking on its head when he told his disciples: “Anyone who wants to be first must be the very last, and the servant of all” (Mark 9:35). 

The community James was writing to had taken this desire to be the greatest to a whole new level. It would seem that they would stop at nothing, even murder, to get to where they wanted to be. As a result the community was being destroyed from within, like a cancer that fights against the health and vitality of the body.

And James was telling those who had such selfish ambitions that it would ultimately prove to be pointless. They would not achieve the status they desired by acting in this way. They would be like a dog chasing its own tail – always tantalisingly out of reach. They would be frustrated into trying more desperate methods to achieve their desires, but they would end up being unfulfilled. It is little wonder that James asked in frustration: ‘Who is wise and understanding among you?’

This scenario might sound so removed from our own experience of Christian community. We might think that we are nothing like that! Some people might be more ambitious than others, but would any of us resort to murder to get our way? Not likely (we hope)!

But the point James makes is that these desires actually exist in all of us – even if we don’t take them to the extremes that the people to whom he first wrote did. We can have certain desires and pleasures that we want satisfied and we can get pretty irate if someone or something stands in the way of them being fulfilled. We can all be prone to doing some foolish things in our pursuit to fulfil one desire or another, even ones that might seem harmless enough.

We need wisdom and understanding in order to prevent our desires and the pursuit of them from damaging our community. And unfortunately James doesn’t tell us how to get this wisdom and understanding. He doesn’t provide an easy-to-read manual on how to get it, but he does provide a list of the kind of results you would expect to see in a community if the people in that community are demonstrating wisdom and understanding.

‘You can tell a tree by its fruit’, is a principle that James uses more than once in his letter. 

The wisdom from above—that is, Godly wisdom—is recognised by its purity, peaceable nature, gentleness, openness to reason, mercy, good fruit, certainty and sincerity. Godly wisdom, then, is selfless—not selfish. Wisdom considers the needs of others over and above one’s own ambitions and desires. To be wise is to disregard pride and the need to prove our own worth. Wisdom acknowledges that our worth comes from God alone. 

Wisdom is displayed in actions of service, which is why Jesus said: “Anyone who wants to be first must be the very last, and the servant of all”. And we see that wisdom demonstrated so clearly by Jesus himself. He is the undisputed head of the church. He is the one who has been given all authority in heaven and on earth. And yet, he is also the one who humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. The Lord of life become our suffering servant, even to the point of death.

A person with wisdom and understanding will not resist coming last, because they know that satisfaction and fulfilment come from the honour and blessings that ultimately flow from God rather than the ones we try and grasp for ourselves. This kind of wisdom is never disappointed because fulfilment is received as a gift freely given, rather than a right that is seized at the expense of others.

And that is why wisdom comes from submitting to God and his will in prayer. As James writes: “Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you” (4:7-8). By submitting to God we are entrusting ourselves to his grace and mercy. In effect we are asking for his own desires to be fulfilled.

We trust that if God has his way, if his will is done and his desires for us are met, then our needs and wants will be satisfied beyond our own expectations. For we believe in a Lord who insisted that he had come to bring us life, life to the full (John 10:10).

In a Christian community we look to God’s grace to overcome any harmful desires we have. That is why we confess our sins, repenting of the wrong things we have thought, said and done, and it is why we seek forgiveness in his name.

We look to God’s grace to guard us from all selfish ambition that brings about hurt and disorder. That is why we gather to hear his word to us, why we make our common confession of faith in God’s goodness and why we gather around his table to be graced with his presence in his holy meal. In this way we can live at peace with one another.

So who is wise and understanding among us? May we all have true wisdom and understanding by coming to the word, following in the footsteps of our servant Lord, denying ourselves as we take up our cross of service and sacrifice, and growing in the wisdom and understanding, and grace and mercy of our God. Then we know that God’s will for us as his people does exceed our every human desire. For he will see to it that the wisdom that comes from heaven is a daily reality in the life of our community, bringing great blessing to us and to the world in which we live. Amen. 

