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This paper offers a socio-rhetorical analysis of James 1:2-8 and 3:13-4:10. These passages 
deal with wisdom and suggest the relevance of wisdom for leaders. James distinguished 
between two kinds of wisdom: the kind that is earthly and begins with envy and self-seeking, 
and the kind that is godly and begins with humility. James was clear that Christian believers 
should seek out the wisdom “from above” that would sustain them through the trials they faced 
and that would be evident in their conduct toward others. The way to receive that kind of 
wisdom is through prayer, faith, and humility. Leaders who bear the fruit of such wisdom put the 
needs of others before their own personal interests and recognize their dependence on God. 

 
 
From the not-too-distant stories about corporate scandals, one might think 

wisdom is not a prerequisite for leadership. Indeed, from a leadership studies’ 
perspective, wisdom, or its adjective, wise, does not make the list of essential 
leadership traits.1 Nevertheless, leadership wisdom has become an increasingly popular 
topic. There is A Handbook of Wisdom2 from a psychology perspective and a Handbook 

                                                
1 Bernard M. Bass, Bass & Stogdill’s Handbook of Leadership, 3rd ed. (New York: Free Press, 1990), 88; 

Deanne N. Den Hartog, Robert. J. House, Paul J. Hanges, and S. Antonio Ruiz-Quintanilla, “Culture 
Specific and Cross-Culturally Generalizable Implicit Leadership Theories: Are Attributes of 
Charismatic/Transformational Leadership Universally Endorsed?” Leadership Quarterly 10, no. 2 
(1999): 219-256. 

2 Robert J. Sternberg and Jennifer Jordan, eds., A Handbook of Wisdom: Psychology Perspectives 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University, 2005). 
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of Organizational and Managerial Wisdom3 from a business perspective. A search in the 
ABI/Inform database yielded 190 scholarly articles on leadership and wisdom, the 
majority of which were published in the last 12 years. A cursory review of these articles 
suggests that wisdom is essential to effective leadership,4 and yet scholars have 
lamented the lack of adequate preparation in wisdom both for managers in business 
schools and for the academics who teach them.5 This paper attempts to provide a 
Biblical perspective on wisdom and its application for leaders by offering a socio-
rhetorical analysis of two wisdom passages in the book of James: 1:2-8 and 3:13-4:10. 

Socio-rhetorical criticism is a literary analytical form that examines a text to 
understand not only the meaning of the text, but also the cultural, historical, and social 
influences that shaped the writing of the text. This field of analysis and interpretation 
seeks to discover the author’s viewpoint, as well as the reader’s reception of the 
message. Two textual analytical methods employed in this paper are inner texture and 
intertexture. Inner-texture analysis is a specific interpretation that allows the text to 
speak for itself. Intertexture analysis examines a text and its relationship to aspects 
outside the text in order to determine meaning and nuances more clearly. After a brief 
summary of historical views on wisdom, the inner and intertextures of James 1:2-8 are 
analyzed, followed by an analysis of James 3:13-4:10. The relevance of James’s 
understanding of wisdom for contemporary leaders is offered in the discussion section. 
The argument is that the wisdom of James is both applicable and necessary for leaders 
to be true to their calling. 

 
I. HISTORICAL VIEWS OF WISDOM 

Wisdom has been understood over the centuries in different ways. Birren and 
Svensson provide a historical timeline of the meanings ascribed to wisdom throughout 
the ages.6 The earliest known civilizations recorded their wisdom literature as a guide to 
practical living and good behavior. Wisdom for early Greek civilization referred to the 
investigation of the natural world. Plato saw wisdom as the search for the meaning and 
nature of life, and Aristotle considered wisdom the highest form of knowledge. The 
people of Israel not only situated wisdom in the praxis of daily life but also in divine 
revelation from God. Old Testament wisdom literature served to instruct the people in 

                                                
3 Eric H. Kessler and James R. Bailey, Handbook of Organizational and Managerial Wisdom (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2007). 
4 Bernard McKenna, David Rooney, and Kimberley B. Boal, “Wisdom Principles as a Meta-Theoretical 

Basis for Evaluation Leadership,” Leadership Quarterly 20 (2009): 177-190; Michael D. Mumford, 
Stephen J. Zaccaro, Francis D. Harding, T. Owen Jacobs, and Edwin A. Fleishman, “Leadership Skills 
for a Changing World: Solving Complex Social Problems,” Leadership Quarterly 11, no. 1 (2000): 11-35; 
Jennifer Rowley, “What Do We Need To Know About Wisdom?” Management Decision 44, no. 9 
(2006): 1246-1257. Robert J. Sternberg, “WICS: A Model of Leadership in Organizations,” Academy of 
Management Learning and Education 3, no. 4 (2003): 386-401. 

5 Kessler and Bailey, Handbook of Organizational, xxxi. 
6 James E. Birren and Cheryl M. Svensson, “Wisdom in History,” in A Handbook of Wisdom (see note 2), 

17. 
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right behavior7 and to stimulate reflection on and discussion of the meaning of life.8 
Wisdom was considered a gift from God. Examples of wisdom literature in the Old 
Testament include Proverbs and Job among others. The New Testament also contains 
a kind of wisdom tradition in the sayings and parables of Jesus, Paul’s explanation of 
the difference between worldly wisdom and the “folly of the cross” (1 Cor), and James’s 
account of wisdom from above (3:13-18).9 “An early Christian view [of wisdom] 
emphasized the importance of a life lived in pursuit of divine and absolute truth.”10 

The early Christian philosopher–theologian Augustine would dichotomize 
intelligence into wisdom and knowledge. Wisdom could be attained by “cultivating the 
knowledge of the Christian God.”11 During the late middle ages, Aquinas considered 
wisdom the highest order of the intellect, followed by understanding, and then science. 
Renaissance thought often intertwined wisdom with virtue in the search for ultimate 
knowledge, and the Enlightenment combined the idea of wisdom with rational pursuits. 
Thus, wisdom evolved from being understood as a practical guide, to a life-sustaining 
pursuit through an encounter with the divine, to a purely cognitive response. 

In the 20th and 21st centuries, wisdom has been widely associated with purely 
intellectual activities and control over one’s emotions, particularly in the realm of 
decision making.12 There is also a close association of wisdom with discernment.13 
However, recent scholarship has begun to examine wisdom for its moral or ethical 
implications for leaders and the way in which wisdom develops over time.14 For 
scholars, wisdom is a guide for action,15 a capacity to put into action behavior that takes 
knowledge into account while still doing the most good,16 and a requirement to live out 
our “vocation to moral leadership.”17 As a moral compass, wisdom cannot be based 
solely in the cognitive realm. The Hebrew understanding of wisdom intimately linked 
behavior with the fear of the Lord (Prv 9:10). Respect for the all-knowing creator of the 
universe required a right attitude of more than just the mind. The heart was considered 

                                                
7 Richard Bauckham, James: Wisdom of Jesus, Disciple of Jesus the Sage (London: Routledge, 1999), 

31. 
8 John A. Burns, “James, the Wisdom of Jesus,” Criswell Theological Review 1, no. 1 (1986): 113-135. 
9 Roland E. Murphy, “Wisdom,” in Harper’s Bible Dictionary, ed. Paul J. Achtemeier (San Francisco: 

Harper & Row, 1985), 1135. 
10 Robert J. Sternberg, “A Balance Theory of Wisdom,” Review of General Psychology 2, no. 4 (1998): 

348. 
11 Masami Takahashi and Willis F. Overton, “Cultural Foundations of Wisdom: An Integrated 

Developmental Approach,” in A Handbook of Wisdom (see note 2), 35. 
12 Birren and Svensson, “Wisdom in History,” 15. 
13 Hazel C. V. Trauffer, Corné Bekker, Mihai C. Bocarnea, and Bruce E. Winston, “Towards an 

Understanding of Discernment: A Conceptual Paper,” Leadership & Organization Development Journal 
31, no. 2 (2010): 177. 

14 John E. Barbuto, Jr. and Michele L. Millard, “Wisdom Development in Leaders: A Constructive 
Developmental Perspective,” International Journal of Leadership Studies 5, no. 1 (2012): 233-245. 

15 James F. Courtney, “Decision Making and Knowledge Management in Inquiring Organizations: Toward 
A New Decision-Making Paradigm for DSS,” Decision Support Systems 31 (2001): 17-38. 

16 Rowley, “What Do We Need,” 1250. 
17 Thomas M. Jeannot, “Moral Leadership and Practical Wisdom,” International Journal of Social 

Economics 16, no. 6 (1989): 17. 
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the center of affections, intellect, and will.18 It is in this context that James wrote his 
letter to the Jewish-Christians. The next sections offer an interpretation of James’s 
perspective on wisdom through an inner texture and intertextual analysis. 

 
II. JAMES 1:2-8 

My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the 
testing of your faith produces patience. But let patience have its perfect work, 
that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing. If any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it 
will be given to him. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts 
is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man 
suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, 
unstable in all his ways.19 

 
Inner Texture 

Socio-rhetorical analysis provides interpreters a means for understanding a text. 
As part of the interpretation, inner texture offers the interpreter a way of approaching the 
text as an assemblage of words on a page. Robbins20 describes inner texture analysis 
this way: “Inner textual analysis focuses on words as tools for communication. This is a 
stage of analysis prior to analysis of ‘meanings,’ that is, prior to ‘real interpretation’ of 
the text. . . . The purpose of this analysis is to gain an intimate knowledge of words, 
word patterns, voices, structures, devices, and modes in the text, which are the context 
for meanings and meaning-effects that an interpreter analyzes with the other readings 
of the text.” 

Repetitive texture is one aspect of the inner texture of a text. Repetition includes 
the occurrence of words or themes at least twice in the text. Repetition creates a pattern 
for the reader to follow. The repetitive texture of James 1:2-8 highlights several 
repetitions of words (table 1) that indicate James’s emphases in this section. 

                                                
18 Arthur B. Fowler, “Heart,” in The New International Dictionary of the Bible, eds. J. D. Douglas and 

Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987), 424. 
19 All scripture references are from the New King James Version unless otherwise noted. 
20 Vernon K. Robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation (Valley 

Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1996), 7. 
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Table 1. Repetitive texture in James 1:2-8 

Verse Major topic 
2 you          
3 your    faith patience     
4 you perfect perfect   patience lacking   let … 

have 
5 you him him God faith  lacks ask gives 

will be 
given 

let … ask 

6  him he     ask  let … ask 
7  that 

man 
he Lord     will 

receive 
let not … 
suppose 

8  he his        

 

Major topics in this pericope include the second person plural you; the third 
person singular he, him, his; God/Lord; faith; perfect; patience; lack; ask; give/receive; 
and let. In this instance, let is used in the imperative to introduce a request or proposal 
or as an auxiliary to express a warning.21 James instructed his audience (you) and 
offered an example of what any of them (the singular he or him) could ask for (wisdom). 
James’s use of let in verses 4 and 5 is in the imperative and indicates what his audience 
should do. The verb let in verses 6 and 7 is also in the imperative, but seems to serve 
more as a warning when viewed in the context of “But let him ask” (v. 6), and “For let 
not that man suppose” (v. 7). 

The progressive texture of a text is formed by the sequences, or progressions, of 
words and phrases. Progression can include alternate words or ideas, such as I/you 
and good/bad. Progression can include a sequence of steps or a chain of ideas, which 
emerge out of repetition. Table 2 shows how James 1:2-8 progresses from one topic to 
the next. The recipients of James’s letter should have joy in spite of trials. The trials are 
tests of faith, which eventually produce patience, which in turn, produces a perfect or 
complete character. But until the character is complete, the individual lacks, and what 
he or she lacks can be received from God because God gives liberally to those who 
ask. The individual is to ask God, in faith, without doubting, in order to receive that 
wisdom, which leads to perfection. Those who doubt, however, are double-minded, 
driven and tossed like the wind, people of unstable character. 

                                                
21 Merriam-Webster Online: Dictionary and Thesaurus, s.v. “let,” http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/let. 
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Table 2. Progressive nature of James 1:2-8 

Verse Major topic 
2 joy trials         
3  testing 

of 
faith 

  patience      

4      perfect complete    
4       complete lacking   
5        lacks  gives 

liberally 
5          will be 

given 
5   ask 

of 
God 

       

6   ask 
in 
faith 

no 
doubting 

    driven 
and 
tossed 

 

7          will 
receive 

8    double-
minded 

 unstable     

 
 

In this progression of words and ideas, the reader begins to understand more of 
what James intended. Several key ideas are formed in these verses: joy/trials, 
complete/lack, asking/giving, faith/doubting, receiving/not receiving. A pattern develops 
that clearly shows the progression (table 3) of the narrative from the beginning (v. 2) to 
the end (v. 8) of this section. 

The narrational discourse of James 1:2-8 shows a progression of James’s 
thought. James began the section by encouraging his audience to keep their chins up 
when they face trials because patience is produced by the testing of their faith. He 
seems to say that if his listeners have patience then they are perfect and complete, and 
thus, they lack nothing. In the next sentence, however, James suggested that what 
some may lack is wisdom, and if so, they should ask God for it. Perhaps James implied 
that wisdom would help his listeners to face those trials with joy. James juxtaposed 
“lack” with the liberality with which God gives to all who ask. Furthermore, James 
contrasted what God gives to what believers receive (or in this instance, what those 
who doubt will not receive). James urged his listeners not only to ask God in faith for 
that wisdom, but also not to doubt that they will receive wisdom from God. 
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Table 3. Progressive narrational pattern in James 1:2-8 

Verse Major topic 
2 when 

you fall 
into 
trials 

       

3  the testing of 
your faith 
produces 
patience 

      

4   let patience 
have its 
perfect 
work 

     

4    that you 
may be 
perfect and 
complete 

    

4     lacking 
nothing 

   

5     if you 
lack 
wisdom 

   

5      then 
ask 
God 

  

5       God gives 
to all 

 

5       and 
[wisdom] 
will be 
given to 
you 

 

6      but 
ask 
in 
faith 

  

6        and do 
not 
doubt 

6        if you 
doubt, 

7       then [you] 
will [not] 
receive 
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To stop with only an inner texture analysis of the passage, however, is to leave 
questions unanswered about the text. The next section offers an analysis of the 
intertexture of James 1:2-8. Whereas inner texture seeks to reveal the nature of the text 
itself, intertexture examines the world outside the text.22 

 
Intertexture 

A writer does not write uninfluenced by the world around him or her. Current 
events and culture impact the context of the author’s work, as well as the special 
meaning that the work has. “A major goal of intertextual analysis is to ascertain the 
nature and result of processes of configuration and reconfiguration of phenomena in the 
world outside the text. Sometimes the text imitates another text . . . [or] restructures a 
well-known tradition.”23 Oral–scribal intertexture is one aspect of intertexture analysis 
that examines the text to determine the origin of the words or ideas in the text, if they 
are from extra-Biblical sources or a recitation or recontextualization of scripture. The 
following section looks at the recontextualization of James 1:2-8. 
 
Recontextualization 

“Recontextualization presents wording from biblical texts without explicit 
statement or implication that the words ‘stand written’ anywhere else.”24 In the case of 
James 1:5, recontextualization occurs in narration. There is no explicit reference to 
Jesus’ teaching on asking (recitation), but the reader of James 1:5 can recognize the 
similarity. Although Bauckham saw James as creatively re-expressing rather than 
alluding to specific Jesus sayings,25 Johnson understood the command, “Let him ask of 
God . . . and it will be given to him,” as an echo of Matthew 7:7: “Ask, and it will be 
given.” 26 Allusion or echo are aspects of cultural intertexture, in which words point to a 
person or tradition that is known within the culture of the audience. Whether James 
recontextualized Jesus’ sayings or simply alluded to them, his intent was to bring force 
to what he said so that his listeners would take notice. Table 4 compares James 1:5 to 
Matthew 7:7, 8, and 11b. 

                                                
22 Robbins, Exploring the Texture, 40. 
23 Ibid., 40. 
24 Ibid., 48. 
25 Bauckham, James: Wisdom of Jesus, 93. 
26 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 177. 
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Table 4. James 1:5 compared to Matthew 7:7, 8, 11b 

James 1:5 Matthew 7:7 Matthew 7:8 Matthew 7:11b 
If any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask 
of God, who gives 
to all liberally and 
without reproach, 
and it will be given 
to him. 

Ask, and it will be 
given to you; 

For everyone who 
asks receives, 

how much more will 
your Father who is 
in heaven give good 
things to those who 
ask him! 

 
 
As a possible recontextualization of James 1:5-6, Bauckham27 also associated 

the passage with Matthew 21:21-22; Luke 11:9, 13; and Mark 11:22b-24 (table 5). The 
Lukan passage is similar to Matthew 7:7-11 and is not reproduced here. 
 
 
Table 5. James 1:5-6 compared to Matthew 21:21-22 and Mark 11:22b-24 

James 1:5-6 Matthew 21:21-22 Mark 11:22-24 

If any of you lacks wisdom, 
let him ask of God, who 
gives to all liberally and 
without reproach, and it will 
be given to him. But let him 
ask in faith, with no 
doubting, for he who doubts 
is like a wave of the sea 
driven and tossed by the 
wind. 

So Jesus answered and 
said to them, “Assuredly, I 
say to you, if you have faith 
and do not doubt . . . but 
also if you say to this 
mountain, ‘Be removed and 
be cast into the sea,’ it will 
be done. And whatever 
things you ask in prayer, 
believing, you will receive.” 

So Jesus answered and 
said to them, “Have faith in 
God. For assuredly, I say to 
you, whoever says to this 
mountain, ‘Be removed and 
be cast into the sea,’ and 
does not doubt in his heart, 
but believes that those 
things he says will be done, 
he will have whatever he 
says. Therefore I say to 
you, whatever things you 
ask when you pray, believe 
that you receive them, and 
you will have them. 

 

                                                
27 Bauckham, James: Wisdom of Jesus, 85. 
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In the two passages above, readers are told that in order to receive what they 
ask for, they must ask in faith and not doubt. The reverse is that if they doubt, they will 
not receive what they ask. James described such doubters as double-minded and 
unstable. In 1:7-8, James told his listeners that if they say they believe God and yet 
doubt they will receive from God, they are double-minded. Witherington28 notes that the 
one who is double-minded is not an unbeliever but one who believes in God but is 
unsure if God will answer his or her prayer. The Greek term for double-minded, 
dipsychos, is used in the New Testament only here and in James 4:8. James used the 
term in 4:8 to accuse those who seek earthly wisdom as being double-minded. He 
warned those people they could not be friends with both God and the world. Wall29 and 
Witherington30 both note that the double-mindedness of some is juxtaposed to the 
single-mindedness of God who gives to all who ask generously and without reproach. 

Why did James address the lack of wisdom if it were not important for his 
audience to have and to seek it out? Johnson suggests that the implication is that the 
lack of wisdom was “most critical to remedy,”31 and it is this early mention of wisdom in 
James that sets the tone of the work as wisdom literature. Witherington suggests that 
wisdom is the basic trait that is lacking, and with wisdom, is not only perfection possible, 
but also the ability to endure the trials one faces in this life. Believers who are filled with 
wisdom have, in the words of Witherington, a “complete character, which involves moral 
uprightness and integrity.”32 Unlike the double-minded person who doubts that God can 
or will give wisdom, the one who asks and receives wisdom is single-minded in his or 
her integrity. 

James returned to the subject of wisdom in 3:13-4:10. He began the section by 
asking his readers, “Who is wise and understanding among you?” By the end of the 
section, James informed his readers that those who are wise will humble themselves 
before the Lord (4:10). The following sections offer an inner texture and intertextual 
analysis of James 3:13-4:10. 

 
III. JAMES 3:13-4:10 

Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show by good conduct that 
his works are done in the meekness of wisdom. But if you have bitter envy and 
self-seeking in your hearts, do not boast and lie against the truth. This wisdom 
does not descend from above, but is earthly, sensual, demonic. For where envy 
and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil thing are there. But the wisdom 
that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of 

                                                
28 Ben Witherington, III, Letters and Homilies for Jewish Christians (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press. 2007), 427. 
29 Robert W. Wall, Community of the Wise (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997), 52. 
30 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 428. 
31 Johnson, The Letter of James, 179. 
32 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 427. 
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mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy. Now the fruit of 
righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace. Where do wars and 
fights come from among you? Do they not come from your desires for pleasure 
that war in your members? You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and 
cannot obtain. You fight and war. Yet you do not have because you do not ask. 
You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on 
your pleasures. Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you not know that friendship 
with the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a friend of the 
world makes himself an enemy of God. Or do you think that the Scripture says in 
vain, “The Spirit who dwells in us yearns jealously”? But he gives more grace. 
Therefore he says: “God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble. 
Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to 
God and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify 
your hearts, you double-minded. Lament and mourn and weep! Let your laughter 
be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves in the sight of 
the Lord, and he will lift you up. 

 
Inner Texture 

As has been noted, repetitive and progressive textures form part of the inner 
texture of a text. Sensory–aesthetic texture is another aspect of inner texture. The 
following sections offer the repetitive, progressive, and sensory–aesthetic textures of 
James 3:13-4:10. The repetitive patterns in this long section (table 6) offer the 
interpreter contrasting images between good and evil, positive and negative, and God 
and the audience. 

 



           Vondey/JOURNAL OF BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES IN LEADERSHIP                         145 
 

 
Journal of Biblical Perspectives in Leadership 4, no. 1 (2012), 134-159. 
© 2012 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 
ISSN 1941-4692 

 
 

 

Table 6. Repetitive texture of James 3:13-4:10 

Verse Major topic 
3:13 wise, 

wisdom 
  him, 

his 
you     

3:14:  hearts from 
above 

 you, your envy, self-
seeking 

   

3:15 wisdom         
3:16   from 

above 
  envy, self-

seeking 
   

3:17 wisdom pure     peaceable fruits  
3:18       peace, 

peace 
fruit  

4:1  pleasure   you, your, 
your 

wars, 
fights, war 

  come, 
come 

4:2     you, you, 
you, you, 
you 

fight, war   not have, 
not 
obtain, 

4:2         not have, 
not ask 

4:3  pleasures   you, you, 
you 

   ask, not 
receive, 
ask 

4:4 God world   you friendship, 
enmity 

  not know 

4:4 God world  him
self 

 friend, 
enemy 

   

4:5         says 
4:6    He, 

He 
  humble  says, 

gives, 
gives 

4:6:  God      grace, 
grace 

 resists 

4:7:  God    you    resist 
4:8:  God    you, your, 

you, your, 
you 

   draw 
near, will 
draw near 

4:8:  purify, 
hearts 

       

4:9:     your, your    mourning, 
mourn 

4:10:  Lord   He your-
selves, 

humble    
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Verse Major topic 
you 

 

Major topics in this section include the second person plural you, wisdom, 
God/Lord, the world, envy/self-seeking, humility, warring/fighting, peace, and 
asking/receiving/giving. James addressed his audience personally, telling them that if 
they are wise, their wisdom will be borne out of the fruit of peace that they produce from 
good works. Furthermore, their envious and self-seeking behavior is at the root cause of 
the in-fighting and is not the kind of wisdom they should pursue. James juxtaposed the 
world and God, envy with humility, and fighting with peace. He classified those who 
pursue their earthly desires as friends of the world and enemies of God. Only by 
repenting of their sinful behavior (4:9) and humbling themselves before the Lord (4:10) 
can they hope to receive the Lord’s favor. The progressive nature of the text is revealed 
(table 7) in the back and forth comparison of the wisdom from below and the wisdom 
from above. 

James began this section of his letter by asking his audience, “Who is wise and 
understanding among you?” He then answered the question by stating that those who 
are wise have good conduct and do their work in “meekness of wisdom.” The wisdom 
that is from God does not show itself in boastfulness but in meekness. James went on 
to compare the wisdom of the world with the wisdom from above. Earthly wisdom is 
envious and self-seeking and actions that stem from those evil desires can only result in 
individuals not receiving what they desire because they ask for the wrong things. Their 
plans are ultimately frustrated. James described these people as adulterers, a common 
epithet used in scripture to refer to believers in God who forsake him to follow after 
other gods. If James has not yet captured their attention, surely this harsh but honest 
summation of their character does. James warned them, friendship with the world 
means hostility toward God. To make sure his listeners understood, he repeated 
himself. If they want to be friends with the world, then they must cut their association 
with God. They cannot expect God to answer their prayers if they ask for the wrong 
things. They cannot be double-minded. They must choose one relationship over the 
other. Their yearning33 for earthly pleasures draws them away from God. But James has 
a solution. God will give them the grace to overcome their envious and selfish nature. 
What they must do is submit to God and resist the devil. If they draw near to God, God 
will draw near to them. They must repent34 of their evil conduct and humble themselves 
before the Lord. Only then are they really wise. 

The narrative in 3:13-4-10 shows a progression from an example of godly 
wisdom (3:13) to examples of earthly wisdom (3:14-16) and back to godly wisdom 
(3:17-18), then on to the outcomes of earthly wisdom (4:1-6) and finally the outcomes of 
godly wisdom (4:7-10). The next section looks at the sensory–aesthetic texture of the 
passage, which focuses on the senses, actions, and emotions of the text. 

                                                
33 Patrick J. Hartin, James (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 214. 
34 Johnson, The Letter of James, 76. 
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Table 7. Progressive nature of James 3:13-4:10 

Verse Major topic 
3:13  meekness, 

good conduct 
    

3:14  envy, self-
seeking 

   

3:15  earthly, 
sensual, 
demonic 

   

3:16  Evil    
3:17 from above  peaceable   
3:18 righteousness  peace  make peace 
4:1  desires  wars, fights lust, murder, covet, fight, 

war 
4:2     do not have, cannot obtain 
4:3     do not ask, do not receive, 

ask amiss 
4:4  adulterers  friendship with 

world 
 

4:4    enmity with 
God 

 

4:4    friend of the 
world 

 

4:4    enemy of God  
4:5     yearns jealously 
4:6 God proud   resists 
4:6   humble  gives grace 
4:7  devil   will flee, resist  
4:8 God    draw near, submit 
4:8  sinners, 

double-minded 
  cleanse, purify 

4:9     lament, mourn, weep 
4:9   laughter, 

joy 
  

4:9    mourning, 
gloom 

 

4:10   humble   
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Sensory–Aesthetic Texture 

Sensory–aesthetic texture of inner texture analysis deals with both the “range of 
senses the text evokes or embodies . . . and the manner in which the text evokes or 
embodies them.”35 Robbins argues for a distinction among “three body zones” that can 
be found in a text and reflects how human beings interact with their environment.36 The 
zone of emotion-fused thought concerns the eyes and heart. Verbs, nouns, and 
adjectives that pertain to this zone include: to see, to know, to understand, intelligence, 
wisdom, love, foolish, joyous, sad, etc. The zone of self-expressive speech concerns 
the mouth and ears. Verbs, nouns, and adjectives that pertain to this zone include: to 
say, to hear, to sing, speech, voice, sound, talkative, silent, attentive, etc. The zone of 
purposeful action concerns the hands and feet. Verbs, nouns, and adjectives that 
pertain to this zone include: to do, to touch, to come, to go, gesture, behavior, activity, 
active, quick, slow, etc. 

Although there are some instances of self-expressive speech in James 3:13-4:10 
(e.g., 3:14, 4:2-3, 5-6), the passage consists primarily of emotion-fused thought and 
purposeful action (table 8). The strong vocabulary and high contrast of themes captures 
the reader’s attention. 

James’s narrative is rich with emotion and action, beginning with his question, 
“Who is wise and understanding among you?” (emotion-fused thought), and his 
response, “Let him show by good conduct that his works are done” (purposeful action) 
“in the meekness of wisdom” (emotion-fused thought). James’s distinction between 
wisdom (emotion-fused thought) from above and below is full of emotion (e.g., envy, 
self-seeking, sensual, pure, peaceable, mercy, righteousness, and hearts). 

Verse 18 of chapter 3 and verses 1 and 2 of chapter 4 offer the audience a stark 
contrast between positive and negative actions. For example, in 3:18, there are those 
who “make peace,” but in 4:1 and 2, there are some who “fight and war” and “murder.” 
The actions are replete with emotion, including “desires for pleasure” (4:1) and lust and 
covetousness (4:2). James 4:7-10 is also rich in both emotion-fused thought and 
purposeful action. In fact, some words connote both emotion and behavior, such as 
“submit” and “resist” (v. 7). Drawing near to God (v. 8), although an action, requires a 
frame of mind or condition of the heart in order to act. Hands represent purposeful 
action; whereas hearts and double-minded represent emotion-fused thought (v. 8). 
Lament, mourn, and weep (v. 9) are actions that are infused with strong emotion. 
Finally, in verse 10, James instructed his listeners to humble themselves; this is both 
purposeful action and an attitude of the heart. It is an awesome thing to realize the 
intimate connection between our heart and our behavior. We do nothing purposefully 
without some requirement of emotion. 

                                                
35 Robbins, Exploring the Texture, 29-30. 
36 Ibid., 30. 



           Vondey/JOURNAL OF BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES IN LEADERSHIP                         149 
 

 
Journal of Biblical Perspectives in Leadership 4, no. 1 (2012), 134-159. 
© 2012 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 
ISSN 1941-4692 

 
 

 

Table 8. Sensory–aesthetic texture of James 3:13-4:10 

Verse Emotion-fused thought Self-expressive speech Purposeful action 
3:13 wise, understanding  let show, conduct, works 
3:13 meekness of wisdom   
3:14 bitter envy, self-seeking do not boast, lie  
3:14 hearts    
3:15 wisdom, sensual  does not descend 
3:16 envy, self-seeking, confusion   
3:17 wisdom, pure, peaceable   
3:17 gentle, willing to yield, mercy  to yield 
3:17 partiality, hypocrisy   
3:18   is sown, make peace 
3:18   fruit of righteousness 
4:1 desires, pleasure  wars, fights, come, war 
4:2 lust, covet  not have, murder, fight 
4:2  not ask  cannot obtain, war 
4:3 pleasures ask not receive, spend 
4:4 know  adulterers, adulteresses 
4:4   friendship, enmity, makes 
4:4 wants  friend, enemy 
4:5 think, yearns, jealously says dwells 
4:6 grace says gives, resists 
4:6 proud, humble   
4:7 submit, resist  submit, resist, will flee 
4:8 purify, hearts, double-minded  draw near, cleanse, hands 
4:9 lament, mourn, weep  be turned 
4:9 laughter, mourning, joy, gloom   
4:10 humble, sight  humble, will lift up 

 
 
Sensory–aesthetic texture brings the text alive because of its focus on the 

senses, emotions, and actions, but intertextual analysis helps the reader understand 
how James put it all together into a cohesive narrative. The next section offers an 
intertextual analysis of the passage by looking at how the words and phrases are used 
to convey James’s message. 

 
Intertexture 
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Readers who explore the inner texture of a text may be content to stop there and 
go no further in their pursuit of meaning and application to their lives, but Robbins 
warned that the text “is always interacting somehow with phenomena outside itself.” 37 
These phenomena are better understood by exploring the intertexture of a text. The 
following sections offer an analysis of intertexture of James 3:13-4:10 by looking at how 
James recites and recontextualizes other texts, and draws upon cultural symbols, for his 
use. 

James used ideas and wording from scripture to make his point at several 
locations in the text. He also repeated his own use of words and ideas throughout the 
letter. After mentioning the subject of wisdom in 1:5, James returns to it here in 3:13-17. 
He contrasts the wisdom from below with the wisdom from above. James used the term, 
“from above” in 1:17, where he stated that every good and perfect gift is from above. 
Thus, wisdom from above is clearly a wisdom that comes from our heavenly Father.38 
James described what heavenly wisdom is by listing the following characteristics: 
wisdom is pure, peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without 
partiality and without hypocrisy. Commentators have noted the similarity to Paul’s fruit of 
the Holy Spirit in Galatians 5,39 not that the lists are the same, but rather that the idea of 
what is right and good is addressed in contrast to what is not. James ends his 
description of heavenly wisdom (v. 18) this way: “Now the fruit of righteousness is sown 
in peace by those who make peace.” Although not all scholars agree on what James 
meant here, Brosend sees this verse as a recall of Matthew 5:9: “Blessed are the 
peacemakers.”40 

In 3:14, where James stated, “But if you have bitter envy and self-seeking in your 
hearts, do not boast and lie against the truth,” Moo41 has suggested that the word, 
boast, is best understood in light of Jeremiah 9:23-24, which states, “Thus says the 
Lord: ‘Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom . . . but let those who boast boast in this, 
that they understand and know me.”42 Those who envy are likely to boast of having 
wisdom, but the truly wise do not boast of having wisdom; rather, they show their 
wisdom in their conduct toward others. 

In 4:2-3, James told his listeners that the reason they do not have is because 
they do not ask God, and when they do ask, they ask for the wrong things. This verse is 
reminiscent of James’s double-minded man who asks but doubts and thus does not 
receive what he asks for (1:5-8). James could be making an allusion to Matthew 7:7-11, 
or at least reformulating the theme of asking/not asking, receiving/not receiving.43 
Brosend notes that this kind of asking is more like prayer than a simple request and 
echoes 1:5-6 (table 9).44 Moreover, Brosend finds verses 1-3 to be expansions of a 

                                                
37 Ibid., 36. 
38 William F. Brosend, II, James and Jude (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 100. 
39 Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000), 34; Brosend, 

James and Jude, 101. 
40 Brosend, James and Jude, 101. 
41 Moo, The Letter of James, 172. 
42 NRSV. 
43 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 508. 
44 Brosend, James and Jude, 108. 
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theme already addressed in 1:14-15, 16; that of being enticed by our desires until sin 
has become full-blown, which results in death.45 

 
 

Table 9. James 4:2b-3 compared to James 1:5-8 

James 4:2b-3 James 1:5-8 
Yet you do not have because you do not 
ask. You ask and do not receive, because 
you ask amiss, that you may spend it on 
your pleasures. 

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of 
God, who gives to all liberally and without 
reproach, and it will be given to him. But 
let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he 
who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven 
and tossed by the wind. For let not that 
man suppose that he will receive anything 
from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, 
unstable in all his ways. 

 
 

James wanted to get his audience’s attention. What he has to say is important, 
and so he addressed them directly in 4:4, “Adulterers and adulteresses! Do you not 
know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be 
a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.” Commentators have remarked 
that James’s use of the term, adulteress, was an explicit reference to the people of God 
who as the bride of God, their husband, were unfaithful by following after idols.46 The 
term is appropriate here in light of what James said next, that is, that friendship with the 
world is enmity with God. The believers who follow after their own pleasures are 
unfaithful to God who provides every good and perfect gift (1:17) to his people. 

On the subject of friendship, Johnson notes that in the Wisdom of Solomon, 
heavenly wisdom leads to friendship with God (Ws 7:14, 27).47 James lifted up Abraham 
as the model of what friendship with God looks like (table 10). Abraham’s works (cf. Jas 
3:13) combined with his faith, made him perfect (cf. 1:4). Furthermore, Abraham 
believed God and did not doubt (cf. 1:6-8) that God would provide; thus, it was 
accounted to him as righteousness, and secured his friendship with God (2:23). 
Friendship in the Hellenistic world meant a sharing of all things, both spiritual and 
physical. Friends are mia psyche, or “one soul.”48 This idea of “one soul” is in 
contradistinction to the dipsychos, or double soul, that James accused some listeners of 
having. When they asked for wisdom, they doubted they would receive it (1:6-8). 
Moreover, these double-souled (double-minded) individuals tried to be friends with both 
God and the world, in that they called themselves Christians, yet their desires caused 
wars and fights among the community. James strongly admonished his audience that to 

                                                
45 Ibid., 108. 
46 Johnson, The Letter of James, 87; Moo, The Letter of James, 187; Brosend, James and Jude, 105. 
47 Johnson, The Letter of James, 244. 
48 Ibid., 279. 
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be friends with the world meant that they could not be friends with God. In fact, they 
were enemies of God. James’s intent is clear: Christians cannot be double-minded. 
Scripture is also clear: “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one 
and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot 
serve God and mammon” (Mt 6:24). James told his listeners that they had a choice, and 
by his language, he expressed what he thought their choice should be. 
 
 
Table 10. Abraham as the example of a friend of God: James 2:21-23 compared to Who 
is Wise 

James Who is Wise 
2:21: Was not Abraham our father justified 
by works when he offered Isaac his son on 
the altar?  

3:13: Who is wise and understanding 
among you? Let him show by good 
conduct that his works are done in the 
meekness of wisdom. 

2:22: Do you see that faith was working 
together with his works, and by works faith 
was made perfect? 

1:4: But let patience have its perfect work, 
that you may be perfect and complete, 
lacking nothing. 

2:23a: And the Scripture was fulfilled 
which says, “Abraham believed God, and it 
was accounted to him for righteousness.”  

1:6-8: But let him ask in faith, with no 
doubting, . . . For let not that man suppose 
that he will receive anything from the Lord; 
he is a double-minded man, unstable in all 
his ways. 

2:23b: And he was called the friend of 
God. 

4:4b: Whoever therefore wants to be a 
friend of the world makes himself an 
enemy of God. 

 
 

In 4:5, James seems to be reciting scripture. “Or do you think that the Scripture 
says in vain, ‘The Spirit who dwells in us yearns jealously’?” The use of the phrase, 
“Scripture says,” was used in the New Testament to indicate a direct quotation, not a 
reference or allusion to scripture.49 Although the verse would be considered a recitation 
of an older tradition, it is not found verbatim in the Old Testament or other sources, and 
causes consternation among some scholars, not only because of its absence but also 
because the meaning is not clear.50 As far as James’s use of “Scripture says” is 
concerned, Brosend saw no problem with the “light and fluid fashion” with which James 
used scripture, law, and Jesus traditions, because he had “no fixed, precise, and limiting 
notion” of any of this material.51 Therefore, even if the verse is not a recitation, it could 
be understood as a recontextualization of several passages in the Old Testament. For 

                                                
49 Hartin, James, 214. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Brosend, James and Jude, 114. 
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example, Numbers 5:14-15 states, “If feelings of jealousy come over her husband and 
he suspects his wife and she is impure—or if he is jealous and suspects her even 
though she is not impure—then he is to take his wife to the priest.”52 It could be that 
James has these verses in mind in light of having begun this section with “Adulterers!” 
in order to remind his audience that the Spirit is jealous for them. Perhaps James has in 
mind Deuteronomy 5:8-10, in which God is jealous because his people follow after idols. 
The people seek their own interests, which James has already stated is evidence of 
earthly wisdom. 

Hartin has argued, however, that it is not the Holy Spirit who yearns jealously, but 
rather the human spirit.53 His argument is based on three points: (1) because the verb, 
to yearn, is never used in either the Old or New Testament to refer to God, it must refer 
to someone else; (2) the word used in James for jealous, phthonos, always has a 
negative connotation, and would not therefore be associated with God; and (3) James 
knows Greek and the Septuagint well. He did not struggle with the use of terms; 
therefore, he most likely referred to the human spirit that yearns enviously. Hartin’s 
understanding is plausible in light of previous statements that James made regarding 
the reasons for fighting and warring. It is envy and self-seeking, the yearning jealously, 
that causes the infighting and warring. The first part of verse 6 (“But he gives more 
grace”), Hartin also has argued, stands in contrast to verse 5 in that it is God who gives 
grace while the human spirit yearns jealously. 

A more obvious recitation is found in 4:6: “Therefore He says: ‘God resists the 
proud, but gives grace to the humble.’” The “he says” is another indication that scripture 
is directly quoted.54 In this case, the quote is a recitation of Proverbs 3:34 (table 11), 
which states, “Surely he scorns the scornful, but gives grace to the humble.” This saying 
was likely well-known in the early church, and it served here to remind the audience 
how they are to be. James used this saying (also found in 1 Pt 5:5) to set up his next 
command in verse 7, which is to submit to God and resist the devil, a command similar 
to the one found in 1 Peter 5, in which Peter commands his listeners to submit to one 
another in humility. Readers still today are reminded that humility is to be preferred over 
arrogance. 

 
 

Table 11. James 4:6 compared to Proverbs 3:34 

James 4:6 Proverbs 3:34 
Therefore he says: “God resists the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble. 

Surely he scorns the scornful, but 
gives grace to the humble. 

 
 

                                                
52 New International Version. 
53 Hartin, James, 214. 
54 Ibid. 
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In 4:8-9, James made a cultural reference to cultic/purity laws and worship. The 
verb, come near, was used as an invitation to worship in the Old Testament,55 but here 
Moo suggests the term is more in line with the notion of repentance, a turning away 
from the devil and a turning toward God. In the second half of the verse, “Cleanse your 
hands . . . and purify your hearts,” Brosend connects to Psalm 24:3-4 (table 12): “Who 
may ascend into the hill of the LORD? Or who may stand in his holy place? He who has 
clean hands and a pure heart, who has not lifted up his soul to an idol, nor sworn 
deceitfully.”56 Not only is there reference to cleansing and purifying in these verses but 
also to idolatry, or the absence thereof. In the context of James calling adulterers back 
to God, the cultural references to idolatry and repentance are clear. James 4:9 also 
wishes to evoke an attitude of repentance. Words such as lament, mourn, and weep 
were often used by the prophets to call people to repentance.57 
 
 
Table 12. James 4:8b compared to Psalm 24:3-4 

James 4:8b Psalm 24:3-4 
Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and 
purify your hearts, you double-minded. 

Who may ascend into the hill of the 
LORD? Or who may stand in his holy 
place? He who has clean hands and a 
pure heart, who has not lifted up his soul 
to an idol, nor sworn deceitfully. 

 
 
James 4:10 urges, “Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and he will lift you 

up.” Hartin saw an echo of Proverbs 3:35 in James 4:10 (table 13), “The wise will inherit 
honor, but the ungodly will exalt disgrace.”58 Furthermore, Hartin noted, verse 10 could 
be an allusion to the Jesus saying in Matthew 23:12: “And whoever exalts himself will 
be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”59 As Hartin and others have 
noted, “This spirit of humility is the exact opposite to the spirit of envy and jealousy that 
has been the topic of this passage.”60 James asked his audience, “Who is wise and 
understanding among you?” His answer is found not only in the second part of verse 13 
but also in 4:10: If you are wise and understanding, then you will humble yourselves in 
the sight of the Lord. 

                                                
55 Moo, The Letter of James, 195. 
56 Brosend, James and Jude, 112. 
57 Johnson, The Letter of James, 289; Moo, The Letter of James, 195; Brosend, 115. 
58 Hartin, 200. 
59 Ibid., 203. 
60 Ibid., 200. 
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Table 13. James 4:10 compared to Proverbs 3:35 

James 4:10 Proverbs 3:35 
Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, 
and He will lift you up. 

The wise will inherit honor, but the ungodly 
will exalt disgrace. 

 
 
Beyond the words themselves and the meanings attached to them, a text takes 

on the meanings of the environment in which an author writes. James pulled from the 
Torah, as well as wisdom literature, to instruct his audience about wise and proper 
behavior. An intertextual analysis of James has shown the richness behind the words 
and given greater meaning to them. Consequently, readers are better able to 
understand the intent of the author and the application of the message to their lives. The 
next section offers a connection between James’s understanding of wisdom and its 
application to leaders today. 

 
IV. DISCUSSION 

What would compel a leader to pursue one type of wisdom over another? The 
answer to this question can be found in the leader’s values. Values are “strong 
motivational forces that influence an individual’s behavior.”61 Consequently, behavior 
expresses a person’s values.62 Values undergird every thought and action. According to 
Daft, “A leader’s personal values affect his or her perception of situations and problems. 
. . . Values also affect how leaders relate to others. . . . [They] guide a leader’s choices 
and actions. . . . [And they] determine how leaders acquire and use power, how they 
handle conflict, and how they make decisions.”63 

If leaders value integrity, patience, and service, for example, they are likely to 
behave with integrity and patience in their service to others. In fact, core spiritual values 
have been identified that include integrity, patience, humility, peacefulness, joy, 
kindness, compassion, and service, among others,64 all values that James addressed in 
his letter. Kanungo and Mendonca, in their exploration of ethics and the motivations 
behind leadership, suggest that motives can be classified as either egotistic or 
altruistic.65 Egotistic motives focus on the benefits to self; whereas altruistic motives 

                                                
61 John J. Sosik, “The Role of Personal Values,” in “The Charismatic Leadership of Corporate Managers: 

A Model and Preliminary Field Study,” Leadership Quarterly 16 (2005): 221-244, at 223. 
62 Gary A. Yukl, Leadership in Organizations, 7th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 2010), 191. 
63 Richard L. Daft, The Leadership Experience, 3rd ed. (Mason, OH: Thomson Southwestern, 2005), 134-

136. 
64 Mark Kriger and Yvonne Seng, “Leadership with Inner Meaning: A Contingency Theory of Leadership 

Based on The Worldviews of Five Religions,” Leadership Quarterly 16 (2005): 771-806. 
65 Rabindra N. Kanungo and Manuel Mendonca, Ethical Dimensions of Leadership (Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications, 1996), 50. 
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focus on the benefits to others. Simply put, a leader’s values will determine whether his 
or her behavior is egotistic or altruistic, self-seeking or humble. 

More than 30 years ago, Burns defined leadership as “leaders inducing followers 
to act for certain goals that represent the values and the motivations—the wants and 
needs, the aspirations and expectations—of both leaders and followers.”66 Previous to 
the introduction of transformational leadership, theories of leading avoided explicitly 
espousing values under the banner of objective social scientific study.67 However, as 
Heifetz notes, all leadership is value-laden.68 In the past three decades, scholars have 
offered theories of leadership that take into account explicit leader values. Three such 
theories are transformational, charismatic, and servant leadership. 

Transformational leadership has been described as moral leadership.69 Burns 
explained, “The transforming leader looks for potential motives in followers, seeks to 
satisfy higher needs, and engages the full person of the follower. . . . The result of 
transforming leadership is a relationship of mutual stimulation and elevation that 
converts followers into leaders and may convert leaders into moral agents.”70 
Consequently, moral leadership means “that leaders and followers have a relationship 
not only of power but of mutual needs, aspirations, and values” and “emerges from, and 
always returns to, the fundamental wants and needs, aspirations, and values of the 
followers.”71 Leadership that is transformational is the opposite of what James called 
self-seeking. The good conduct that James espoused is evident in the way a 
transforming leader interacts with followers. 

Charismatic leadership also recognizes the importance of values in the leader–
follower relationship. According to Sosik: 

Charismatic leadership . . . proposes that the leader, who possesses an 
unusually strong belief in his/her own values, (a) engages in role modeling of 
his/her value system, (b) arouses the motives of followers, in part, by framing the 
followers’ grievances and promises of specific change in terms of values, (c) 
communicates high performance expectations of, and confidence in, followers by 
articulating the expectations in terms of values, (d) articulates a value-laden 
vision, and (e) engages in personal image-building consistent with the espoused 
values.72 

Some scholars have cautioned that the influence of a charismatic leader can be used 
for unethical ends.73 Whether a charismatic leader behaves ethically or not, it is clear 
that the leader’s values influence his or her own behavior and the behavior of his or her 
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followers. Necessary, then, is a leader who models the kind of wisdom from above that 
is merciful, gentle, and willing to yield to others. 

Servant leadership may be the most fitting theory of values-based leadership. 
Greenleaf proposed that a servant leader is one who above all else serves followers 
first.74 Moreover, a servant leader desires that those served will, in turn, serve others. 
Russell explained, “The very concept of servant leadership is based on the values of 
humility and respect for others.”75 Humility is listed as one construct among many in two 
servant leadership models,76 which also include other values implicit in servant 
leadership: empathy, encouragement, patience, honesty, integrity, equality, 
competence, and love.77 Wisdom has also been derived as a construct of servant 
leadership,78 and primarily concerns awareness of what is happening in the organization 
and environment and foresight in to what will happen and anticipation of the 
consequences of decisions. The Bible provides plenty of examples of transformational, 
charismatic, and servant leadership, but servant leadership is by and large the style of 
leadership attributed to Jesus Christ and his disciples, including James, the author of 
the letter bearing his name. 

Birren and Svensson state that “implicit or explicit values underlie the concepts of 
wisdom . . . [and they] continue to evolve and determine the use of the term ‘wisdom’ as 
a favorable trait.”79 James understood that wisdom does not come about through 
seeking one’s own good at the expense of others. In fact, James underscored that godly 
wisdom is other-directed. Peace, gentleness, mercy, and such are the fruit of spirit-filled 
living that emerge from our relationship with God and is evidenced by the quality of our 
relationship with others. Witherington notes that these fruits of wisdom are all “attitudes 
of the heart.”80 Unlike the ancient Greeks who emphasized intellectual ability and the 
19th-century philosophers who thought of wisdom as a rational (i.e., cognitive) process, 
God calls his followers to a holistic understanding of wisdom that encompasses the 
mind, heart, and spirit of individual believers and has as its end-result behavior that 
shows forth God’s purposes for his creation. Indeed, wise leadership demonstrates the 
power of God in and through his people for the good of his creation and created beings. 

Practically speaking, James’s wisdom is relevant and applicable to leaders today 
on several fronts. First, as James wrote, leaders will face various trials and need 
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wisdom to persevere in spite of those trials in order to become perfect, or in more 
realistic terms, better leaders. In those tough decisions, for example, do leaders do what 
is expedient but what may not be best for the organization? Do they make choices that 
only benefit themselves or will their choices benefit their followers and other 
stakeholders? Do leaders strive to acquire what others have or do they provide what 
others need? In difficult economic times, do leaders lay off people because it is the easy 
way out, or do they look for alternatives that save jobs and reduce costs in other areas? 
The answers to these questions reside in the leader’s values: what leaders believe 
about themselves, about others, and about God’s ability to provide for them. Will 
leaders be double-minded—saying that they believe nothing is impossible for God and 
yet behaving as if everything rests on their shoulders? James warned the community 
that when they asked God for wisdom they had to believe without a doubt that God 
would give them wisdom. That warning is still sounding out to leaders today. 

Another area of leadership to which James’s wisdom speaks is in leader 
communication. A proverb says, “A gentle answer turns away wrath.”81 Gentleness is a 
fruit of wisdom from above. Wrath is a fruit of earthly wisdom. Do our words insult, 
demean, offend, or do they build up, encourage, and praise others for their work? The 
wisdom from above is peaceable, and those leaders who sow in peace reap a harvest 
of peace (Jas 3:18). The opposite of peace is war, another fruit of earthly wisdom. Do 
employees get along with each other? Do leaders get along with their employees? How 
important is it to leaders to be right all the time? Do they value the viewpoints of others, 
or do leaders believe they have all the answers? James told his listeners that the 
wisdom from above was willing to yield. Leaders need not always be right. James 
himself was willing to yield to upholding the entire Law at the question of what was 
acceptable behavior for Gentile believers in order to be part of the community of 
Christians (Acts 15). His wise response both in the decision and in its communication 
had the effect that the Gentile believers “rejoiced over their encouragement” (Acts 
15:21). 

A final application of wisdom for leaders deals with James’s words on the good 
conduct (3:13) of wisdom that yields good fruit (3:17), and specifically, fruit of 
righteousness (3:18). Good conduct refers to proper behavior, or way of life, done in 
such a way that humility is evident. James had already expressed the importance of 
humility (1:21) and good works (2:14-26). In 3:13, James reminded his audience that 
good conduct, or a lifestyle pleasing to God, is the basis of true wisdom.82 In the 
Hellenistic world, humility was something servants were supposed to have, not the 
status seekers, and servants would not have had the leisure for intellectual pursuits. 
Therefore, James went against the cultural mores of both his time and perhaps today, 
when he taught that the wisdom worth pursuing required a character of humility. 

The term translated fruit in 3:17 and 18, karpos, can also mean the result of 
human action.83 Envious and self-seeking behavior has negative results on a 
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community, but good conduct, done in humility, yields good outcomes for the 
organization. A life lived in the wisdom from above is a life that is pleasing to God.84 A 
life pleasing to God concerns right actions toward others. Unlike envy and self-seeking, 
the characteristics of earthly wisdom, which lead to disorder and evil, pure and peace-
loving wisdom results in right actions toward others, which are evident in a godly leader. 
Thus, to lead with wisdom means to lead with humility, to put the needs of others before 
one’s personal interests, and to recognize one’s own dependence on God. 

 
VII. CONCLUSION 

If leading were easy then anyone could do it, but as James made clear, life is 
filled with various trials and tests. There is enough pressure on us to do our jobs, to get 
our pay, to pay our bills, and to provide for our families, without the added pressure of 
ensuring that there are jobs to be had, there is money to pay for the work, there is 
enough money left over to pay the organization’s bills, and that employees are provided 
for adequately. Leaders are responsible for the welfare of their organizations, and for 
that responsibility, they need wisdom. James makes a distinction, however, between 
two kinds of wisdom. There is the earthly wisdom that tempts us to envy what others 
have and to seek out what we can get for ourselves. This type of wisdom James clearly 
denounced as the reason behind wars, fights, and general deficiencies (“You do not 
have because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss.”).85 
James shows us the better way, however, in his description of wisdom from above, the 
godly wisdom that is pure and peaceable, gentle and full of mercy, full of good fruits and 
the fruit of righteousness. The way to receive that kind of wisdom is through prayer, 
faith, and humility. In order to face the kinds of trials leaders face, they need the kind of 
wisdom that will see them through it all. 
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