
JAMES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 140 - 

as one who does not know how to control his or her speech—and is not as mature as should 
be desired—can infect others with his or her instability. Unregenerate people, no matter 
how hard they try and no matter how hard human beings have tried to philosophize about 
the tongue, speech, or their thoughts—ultimately cannot control them. Yeshua the 
Messiah, or Jesus Christ, is the only answer. As born again Believers, when it relates to 
what we say with our tongues, or however we conduct ourselves, we have to be able to 
master the temptations of the Adversary. God has given us His Holy Spirit to convict us and 
control us when we go off course. Thankfully, with the power of the Holy Spirit, we have the 
advantage over non-Believers. But, we all must make the conscious, free will decision to 
choose the right way over the wrong way. We have to be conscious of what we say and 
realize that the tongue is an animal that needs to remain tamed. All too frequently, even the 
best of us still have progress to make in this area. 
 

 
9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been 
made in the likeness of God; 
 
3:9 James says that “With [the tongue] we bless ADONAI and Father, and with it we curse 

people, who are made in the image of God” (TLV). The human tongue is an element which 
can bless and praise the Creator God, and with that same human tongue, people can find 
themselves cursing and damning their fellow human beings, who compose the pinnacle of 
God’s Creation. To curse others is to effectively curse God... 

The famed word of Yeshua from His Sermon on the Mount, which is most worthy of 
repeating, is where He says, “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT 
COMMIT MURDER’ [Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17] and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be 
liable to the court.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be 
guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, ‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before 
the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the 
fiery hell” (Matthew 5:21-22, NASB). Transliterated into the Greek text as rhaka, BDAG 
defines this word as “a term of abuse/put-down relating to lack of intelligence, 
numskull, fool,” but indicates that it is “fr. the Aramaic [reiqa] or [reiqah] ‘empty one.’”46 It 
is entirely possible that this was a First Century curse word employed by many in the Jewish 
community, and the Messiah specifically used it to make an important point to His listeners. 

The mouth is supposed to be a venue where the people of God bring forth words of 
edification, encouragement, and above all praise for God. Yeshua admonished, “bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:28). Concurrent with this, Paul 
told the Romans, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse” (Romans 12:14). 
Cursing someone—a practice, which most lamentably, every single man or woman has 
committed at some point in their lives—may be regarded as tantamount to murder. 

 
46 BDAG, 903. 
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Genesis 9:6 informs us, “Whoever sheds man's blood, by man his blood shall be shed, for in 
the image of God He made man.” Because human beings are made in God’s image, those who 
curse other human beings show that they have no regard for the Creator who made man and 
woman. Various members of James’ audience may have found themselves in dire straights, 
either through persecution, bad treatment via poverty, teachers who were not edifying 
them, or some combination thereof. The rich, who James has condemned, could have been 
keen to curse the poor among them as some kind of “rabble.” Regardless of what specifically 
was going on, James appeals to how important it is to speak life and not death. 

Martin makes the highly useful observation of how “one cannot praise God in worship 
along with a murderous disposition and then stand before God and the church body as 
claiming to fulfill the law (2:8, 12).”47 One of the most common phrases used in Ancient 
Judaism, and Judaism today, is the expression “Blessed are You O Lord our God.” This 
statement begins a noticeable number of liturgical prayers in the siddur. The custom of 
using this blessing, and close derivatives, goes all the way back to Second Temple times, and 
remains the same for no matter how large a crowd is present to cant it. The Mishnah 
indicates, 

“The same [rule applies for] ten and for ten thousand. For one hundred he says, ‘Let us 
bless the Lord our God.’ For one hundred and himself he says, ‘Bless.’ For one thousand he 
says, ‘Let us bless the Lord our God, God of Israel.’ For one thousand and himself he says, 
‘Bless.’ For ten thousand he says, ‘Let us bless the Lord our God, God of Israel, God of the 
Hosts who sits upon the Cherubim, for the food we have eaten.’ For ten thousand and 
himself he says, ‘Bless’” (m.Berachot 7:3).48 

This quotation details how the congregation of people and leader would bless the Lord 
in corporate worship. It is thusly imperative for anyone who claims to be faithful to Israel’s 
God to do the same in private worship, prayer, and in their dealings and interactions with 
other people. Each of us has the capacity to either say “God bless you” or “Damn you.” We 
have a definite need and requirement to say the former—rather than the latter—and realize 
that if we curse others we are cursing God’s prize, human creation(s). When we can speak 
words of blessing and edification, we not only reflect God’s good character to others, but we 
will find ourselves in true obedience to His Instruction. As Johnson aptly concludes, 

“[James’] religious framework is that of Torah. He evaluates speech in relational—that 
is, covenantal—terms. Human speech and action must be normed by the speech and action 
of God, who has chosen to become involved with humans. Human behavior, therefore, is 
judged not only on its capacity to perfect or to flaw an individual’s character, but above all 
on the way it manifests right or wrong relationships.”49 

 

 
47 Martin, 119. 
48 Tzvee Zahavy and Alan J. Avery-Peck, trans., in Neusner, Mishnah,11. 
49 Johnson, in NIB, 12:204. 
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Excursus: Human Beings Made in God’s Image 
adapted from the Messianic Torah Helper by Messianic Apologetics 

 
One of the most significant issues that is avoided by most Messianics today 

appears in the very first Torah portion, Bereisheet (Genesis 1:1-6:8). Considering the 
fact that we encounter this issue every single year, and thousands of pages of thoughts, 
commentary, and theological analysis of this issue are seen in both the Jewish and 
Christian scholastic traditions—the fact that most Messianics do not deal with it is a 
sign that we are not at all where we need to be. The Biblical assertion that human 
beings are made in the image of God (Lat. imago Dei) is significant not only as it 
concerns human origins, but also as it concerns the composition and value of the 
human person. The ramifications of what it means to understand human beings made 
in God’s image concern not only the uniqueness of the human race in His Creation, but 
also affect the mission and outlook of the ekklēsia in today’s world as Believers should 
desire to see other people the way that He sees them. 

As the Creation activities of God begin to draw to a close, He says something very 
important in Genesis 1:26-27, “‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our 
likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and 
over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the 
earth.’ God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male 
and female He created them.” Elohim—actually speaking to Himself—says “Let us 
make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (NRSV), b’tzalmenu 
k’demutenu. The human being possessing these qualities would be able to have 
dominion over God’s Creation. Being made in God’s image not only concerned the 
human male, but also the human female. 

This assertion of Genesis 1:26-27 would have run completely contrary to Ancient 
Near Eastern concepts of rulership. Victor P. Hamilton writes, “It is well known that in 
both Egyptian and Mesopotamian society the king, or some high-ranking official, 
might be called ‘the image of God.’ Such a designation, however, was not applied to the 
canal digger or to the mason who worked on a ziggurat…In God’s eyes all of mankind is 
royal. All of humanity is related to God, not just the king.”50 Both the male and female 
were originally created by God and intended to rule over God’s Creation as His viceroy. 
In the words of Nahum M. Sarna, 

“A human being is the pinnacle of Creation. This unique status is communicated in 
a variety of ways, not least by the simple fact that humankind is last in a manifestly 
ascending, gradual order. The creation of human life is an exception to the rule of 
creation by divine fiat…Human beings are to enjoy a unique relationship to God, who 
communicates with them alone and who shares with them the custody and 
administration of the world.”51 

 
50 Victor P. Hamilton, New International Commentary on the Old Testament: The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1-17 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 135. 
51 Nahum M. Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 11. 
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In this schema, at least before the Fall, man was intended to be second only to God 
in Creation—a status which is restored to him to eternity. However, because of the Fall 
and the introduction of sin, the image of God on man has been marred. 

I actually encountered one Messianic teacher who actually took up the subject of 
human beings made in God’s image. This individual advocated that it was only Adam, 
the first human being, who was created in God’s image.52 Because of Adam and Eve’s 
fall from grace, it was said, human beings are no longer made in God’s image. Genesis 
5:3 was supplied as a proof text: “When Adam had lived one hundred and thirty years, 
he became the father of a son in his own likeness, according to his image, and named 
him Seth.” The Hebrew text says v’yoled b’demuto k’tzalemo, “and begot a son in his own 
likeness, after his image; and named him Shet [v’yiqra et-shemo Sheit]” (Jerusalem 
Bible-Koren). According to this, Seth was made after the image and likeness of Adam, 
as opposed to the image and likeness of God. And this is where the argument stopped. 

But the Book of Genesis itself does not stop there. Genesis 9:6 further says, 
“Whoever sheds man's blood, by man his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God 
He made man.” Mortals who are killed by sinful mortals are still considered by God to 
be made in His image. The difference is, of course, unlike Adam who was originally 
created without a sin nature, is that every human born since Adam has inherited that 
sin nature (cf. Romans 5:12). In that context alone are all human beings made “in 
Adam’s image.” A human being still possesses the unique Divine imprint of his or her 
Creator. 

James, half-brother of Yeshua, says that the tongue can curse other people, all of 
whom “have been made in the likeness of God” (James 3:9). He uses the Greek word 
homoiōsis, “a making like” (Vine).53 This is the same word used in the Greek LXX to 
translate tzelem in Genesis 1:26, and UBSHNT renders homoiōsin Theou as tzelem Elohim, 
indeed indicating that human beings—even after the Fall in the Garden of Eden—have 
been made in “the image of God.” James expects his audience to show due respect for 
other human beings through what they say, regardless of whether or not they are 
saved and of the community of faith. John Wesley commented, “Indeed we have now 
lost this likeness; yet there remains from thence an indelible nobleness, which we 
ought to reverence both in ourselves and others.”54 While people are not as perfect as 
Adam was prior to the Fall, they still have enough of God’s image within them as fallen 
humans to show others proper respect and character. We have enough of God’s image 
within us that we should be drawn to things of God rather than things of Satan—and 
for those regenerated by the power of the Holy Spirit via the gospel of Yeshua the 
Messiah, that image should indeed have been restored. 

Understanding what it means for a person to be made in the tzelem Elohim is 
significant. Christopher J.H. Wright asserts, “this forms the basis of radical equality of 
all human beings, regardless of gender, ethnicity, religion or any form of social, 

 
52 Cf. Monte Judah. “The Leaven of the Pharisees” Yavoh: He is coming! Vol. 9 No. 9, September 2003. 
53 Vine, 372. 
54 John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, reprint (Peterborough, UK: Epworth Press, 

2000), 864. 
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economic, or political status.”55 He goes on to conclude, “Anything that denies other 
human beings their dignity or fails to show respect, interest and informed 
understanding for all that they hold precious is actually a failure of love.”56 If one is to 
truly demonstrate God’s commanded love (seen in both the Tanach and Apostolic 
Scriptures) to His human creatures, then one must recognize that there is a strong 
value placed on them as made in His image. To stretch the meaning of Genesis 9:6, 
“Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in 
his own image” (RSV), by not demonstrating Yeshua’s love to others—could it be 
considered tantamount to murder? 

The human being is of extremely high value, especially in comparison to the rest of 
Creation. Being made in God’s image (Genesis 1:26) obviously means that human 
beings possess unique qualities that those of the animal kingdom do not possess. In the 
Creation account, Genesis 2:7 says “the LORD God formed man of dust from the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.” One 
part of the human being, his/her body, is clearly of this Earth. Yet it is significant that 
nowhere in the creation of the animals is it said that the animals had nishmat chayim 
breathed into them. The Keil & Delitzch Commentary on the Old Testament makes the 
important point, “the vital principle in man is different from that in the animal…The 
beasts [only] arose at the creative word of God.”57 

The nishmat chayim breathed into man indicates that people do possess a 
uniqueness specifically endowed by their Creator, a part made not of this Earth. The 
Hebrew language has no specific word for “mind” or “consciousness,” but it is safe to 
say that this neshamah or specific “breath” from God, would help constitute it. In fact, 
when Adam ate the forbidden fruit, the Apostle Paul only makes the point that “death 
spread to all men” (Romans 5:12), eis pantas anthrōpous or “to all humans.” Human 
death is by no means the same as animal death. To equate animal death and human 
death as being the same is to disregard the uniqueness of the human race in God’s 
Creation, and the Divine imprint He has placed upon all men and women. Throughout 
history, human culture has demonstrated a number of unique qualities, bearing 
witness to God’s imprint, including: 

 
1. awareness of a moral code “written” or impressed with a conscience 
2. concerns about death and about life after death 
3. propensity to worship and desire to communicate with a higher being 
4. consciousness of self 
5. drive to discover and capacity to recognize truth and absolutes58 

 
55 Christopher J.H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2006), 423. 
56 Ibid., pp 423-424. 
57 E-Sword 7.6.1: Keil & Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament. MS Windows 9x. Franklin, TN: 

Equipping Ministries Foundation, 2005. 
58 This list of five character traits is copied from Hugh Ross, The Genesis Question: Scientific Advances and the 

Accuracy of Genesis, second expanded edition (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2001), 55. 
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Indeed, it is only the human race among all of God’s Creation which possesses 

intelligence, a capacity to reason, and verbal speech—making it different when 
compared to the animals. 

Psalm 8 picks up on the theme of man made in God’s image, and specifically on the 
fact that God made man to rule over His Creation (Psalm 8:6-8). But the Psalmist’s 
assertion is a very important one that cannot be overlooked: “You have made him a 
little lower than God” (Psalm 8:5a) or “You made him a little lower than the heavenly 
beings” (NIV). The Hebrew clause of interest is m’at m’Elohim, “lower than God,” 
rendered in the Greek LXX as brachu…par angelous, “a little less than angels” (LXE), due 
to the ambiguous nature of Elohim.59 Regardless, though, the lot of humanity is not cast 
with the animal kingdom but instead with the Heavenly host; the Psalmist did not say 
that man was made “a little higher than the animals.” The debate that the Messianic 
movement has from time to time, about the intermediate state between the death of a 
person and resurrection would, in fact, be easily solved if we could understand what it 
means to be made in God’s image with human beings possessing qualities different 
than the rest of Creation.60 

The day-to-day aspects of understanding what it means for human beings to be 
made in God’s image are quite severe for where sectors of the Messianic movement 
stand right now. Every person on Earth today has value in the eyes of the Creator, and 
it is the responsibility of those who have placed their trust in Yeshua to see value in 
other people. In today’s Messianic community, we often see a great deal of vehemence 
and hatred released against fellow brothers and sisters in the Christian Church, and 
even the Jewish Synagogue, much less those of other religions. I have sat in Messianic 
worship services where people have prayed that the Israeli army roll their tanks over 
“the cursed bones of their Muslim enemies,” but then have seen Israeli military being 
interviewed on television, testifying to the ethical dilemmas they face in defending 
their country. For some reason or another, rather than seeing value in Muslims as 
human beings made in God’s image, various persons in our faith community have 
thought that it is appropriate to treat them as animals—even though our Heavenly 
Father does not. The Lord is every bit as concerned for their salvation and redemption 
as we should be! 

There are undoubtedly any number of reasons why the image of God, a critical 
issue in the Torah, is avoided every year in the annual cycle. Have we adequately dealt 
with the questions of a person’s composition? Do we really think that a human being is 
unique compared to the animals, or is no different than a dog or cat? Do we realize that 
each of us has a connection to the Heavenly dimension? Do we understand the 
responsibility for each of us to demonstrate love and respect toward others, because all 

 
Among Hugh Ross’ other notable works include: A Matter of Days: Resolving a Creation Controversy 

(Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2004); Why the Universe Is the Way It Is (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008). 
59 The author of Hebrews applies Psalm 8:4-6 to Yeshua the Messiah and His Incarnation (Hebrews 2:6-10), 

whose ministry and service for the world restores redeemed humanity as second only to God in Creation. 
Consult the author’s commentary Hebrews for the Practical Messianic. 
60 Consult the author’s publication To Be Absent From the Body. 
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of humanity bears the Divine imprint? This is an issue that simply cannot be avoided 
any more. What will it mean for the redeemed to rule and reign with the Lord 
throughout eternity? 

 
 
10 from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these 
things ought not to be this way. 
 
3:10 Continuing from v. 9, James makes the observation, “Out of the same mouth come 

praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be” (NIV). Born again Believers, who 
should be changed by the power of God via His Son Yeshua, and following the example of 
the Messiah, should not be double-mouthed, as it were—as a double-mouthed person tends 
to be a major, outward manifestation of being doubled-minded (1:8). As Bauckham asserts, 
“It is the double-minded who bless God and curse God’s human image. The inconsistency 
reveals duplicity.”61 There are some useful associated expressions of this found in the 
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: 

 
“Do not winnow with every wind, nor follow every path: the double-tongued sinner 
does that” (Sirach 5:9). 
 
“Do not be called a slanderer, and do not lie in ambush with your tongue; for shame 
comes to the thief, and severe condemnation to the double-tongued” (Sirach 5:14). 
 
“[A]nd do not become an enemy instead of a friend; for a bad name incurs shame and 
reproach: so fares the double-tongued sinner” (Sirach 6:1). 
 
“The good set of mind does not talk from both sides of its mouth: praises and curses, 
abuse and honor, calm and strife, hypocrisy and truth, poverty and wealth, but it has 
one disposition, uncontaminated and pure, toward all men. There is no duplicity in its 
perception or its hearing. Whatever it does, or speaks, or perceives, it knows that the 
Lord is watching over its life” (Testament of Benjamin 6:5-6).62 
 
When James says that from the same human mouth, both blessing and cursing can 

originate, there are various Jewish philosophical sentiments present which he could have 
been drawing from (and many more than just those referenced above), emphasizing the 
double-mindedness of those who are caught damning other people. Yeshua Himself said, in 
His famed word, always worth repeating, “It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles 
the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man…But the things that 
proceed out of the mouth come from the heart, and those defile the man. For out of the heart 

 
61 Bauckham, in ECB, pp 1488-1489. 
62 Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 827. 
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come evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders. These 
are the things which defile the man…” (Matthew 15:11, 17-20). When curses upon a person 
come out of someone’s mouth—they come directly from the heart. Moo astutely thinks that 
“James…views what comes out of the mouth as a barometer of spirituality.”63 Those who are 
mature can control what they say—particularly what they say in public—and are conscious 
of making sure that the need to be blessing both God and other people, neutralizes the 
temptation to curse. 

Today in our Messianic faith community, what are we to do with those various 
teachers and individuals who tend to spend more time condemning and cursing others, 
especially Christians who are not Torah observant as they are? Should we not be 
encouraging change on the part of those Christians by blessing them and testifying to them 
of the blessings of Torah obedience? Should we not be blessing Torah-friendly Christians, who 
are ethical and moral, already keeping a fair amount of God’s Law, via words of encouragement 
and commendation? Which is more becoming of the example of Messiah Yeshua? We each 
need to be careful of what we say and what comes out of our mouths. What we say needs to 
bring blessings as opposed to condemnation. 

Have you ever heard a person be told, “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” 
after hearing that person use some foul language? James is essentially saying the same thing 
in v. 10. How can any of us praise God with our mouths on the one hand, but curse our 
fellow human beings on the other? And do be aware, that now with our electronic age, one 
does not have to actually physically speak a negative word of cursing; it can now be typed 
for all the world to see on a Facebook profile page, or in the comments on someone’s blog. 
This provides a documented record for many others to access, reference, and perhaps 
(rightly) use against a person at a future (ill-opportune) time. 
 

 
11 Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh and bitter water? 12 
Can a fig tree, my brethren, produce olives, or a vine produce figs? Nor can salt 
water produce fresh. 
 
3:11-12 Having just stated that a human mouth can issue both blessing and curses, 

James asks some pertinent questions, “A spring doesn’t pour out fresh and bitter water from 
the same opening, does it? My brothers and sisters, these things should not be. A spring 
doesn’t pour out fresh and bitter water from the same opening, does it?” (v. 11, TLV). In 
nature, a spring of water is either going to “pour out fresh water [or] brackish” water 
(Moffat New Testament). Similarly, a tree producing some kind of fruit, is going to produce 
one species of fruit, and not multiple species. The purpose of James’ observation here, as 
stated by Martin, is how “The spring was made to produce one type of water; likewise the 
tongue was created to bring forth only one type of speech—namely, a ‘good’ speech (of 

 
63 Moo, 164. 
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blessing).”64 There is a definite necessity to implore God, so that He can direct a man or 
woman to use the mouth as He originally intended it to be used. 

The analogy that James makes between human speech and water is especially 
important, as he was likely alluding to the geography around the dry Middle East where 
water is scarce. Moo indicates, “Many a village owed its origins to the discovery of a spring, 
and depended on its reliable production of potable water for its continuing existence.”65 
This is interesting, because just as a village often relied on a reliable source of fresh water, 
so does a congregation or fellowship of Believers rely on edifying and instructive teaching 
from a sound pastor-teacher. Communities of Believers rely on leaders who do not have 
bitter words. Communities of Believers are internally supported and edified by people who 
do not have bitter words as well. “Bitter” is used in the Tanach and Apocrypha to describe 
improper speech, which comes forth out of a person who is unstable and not serving the 
Lord: 

 
“For the lips of an adulteress drip honey and smoother than oil is her speech; but in the 
end she is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword” (Proverbs 5:4). 
 
“It is a miserable life to go from house to house, and where you are a stranger you may 
not open your mouth; you will play the host and provide drink without being thanked, 
and besides this you will hear bitter words” (Sirach 29:24-25). 
 
Interestingly enough, Epictetus said something quite similar to what is encountered in 

James 3:11-12: 
“So strong and unconquerable a thing is human nature! For how can a vine be moved to 

behave, not like a vine, but like an olive tree? Or an olive tree, not like an olive tree, but like 
a vine? It is impossible. It is inconceivable. Neither, therefore, is it possible for a human 
being entirely to lose human affections. And even those who have their male organs cut off 
cannot cut off their desires as men” (Discourses 2.20.28-29).66 

James’ words in vs. 11-12 are, most importantly, quite close to those of Yeshua. The Lord 
said, “You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes nor 
figs from thistles, are they?” (Matthew 7:16). Also key is where Yeshua asserts, “For there is 
no good tree which produces bad fruit, nor, on the other hand, a bad tree which produces 
good fruit” (Luke 6:43). 

Proper teaching and instruction is to yield mature Believers. Likewise, bad teaching 
and instruction yields, at the very least, immature Believers—or worse yet, those who spew 
spiritual venom. Only a regenerated heart can produce proper speech. The Messianic 
community today, which is still maturing in many areas, would learn much from James’ 

 
64 Martin, 121. 
65 Ibid., 165. 
66 Epictetus: The Discourses, ed. Christopher Gill (London: Everyman, 1995), pp 127-128. 
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words about bitter water. We cannot be spewing bitter water by the words we say, but need 
to be gushing forth the living water of Yeshua. The Messiah admonished how, “He who 
believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his innermost being will flow rivers of living 
water’” (John 7:38). 
 

 
13 Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behavior 
his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter jealousy and 
selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth. 
 
3:13 James asks his audience, “Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good 

conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom” (ESV). Sophos, used for “wise,” 
was a term used by Ancient Judaism to describe a proper teacher. TDNT details, “Preexistent 
wisdom is the law. The good things that wisdom confers are fruits of teaching the law. 
Compared to earthly wisdom, the treasure of the law is inestimable, but even in earthly 
wisdom the rabbis are sometimes said to surpass the wise of this world.”67 Considering 
James’ background as one who kept the Torah, an allusion to a Torah-based wisdom is 
certainly what is being talked about here. Could we at all paraphrase James’ statements in v. 
13 as, “Which of you has the wisdom and understanding that comes from diligent study and 
obedience to the Torah?” 

It is important to understand that Hebraic wisdom is a practical, hands-on wisdom, 
which helps people in their daily lives and in concrete situations. Burdick observes how, 
“James does not have in mind the Greek concept of speculative wisdom but the Hebrew idea 
of practical wisdom that enables one to live a life of godliness.”68 For James’ immediate 
audience, this meant that those who needed wisdom, especially teachers, needed to impact 
others with the ability to help the community of faith, and demonstrate a sound morality to 
others around them. 

In the Messianic community today, Bible teachers and leaders must demonstrate the 
same things. It is absolutely true that there is a difference between knowledge and wisdom. 
One must have the spiritual ability, which comes from a sound relationship with God, to 
properly apply the information in Scripture to human life. Hebraic wisdom is a practical 
wisdom that impacts how people relate to one another, the world around us, and above all to 
our Creator. Hellenistic wisdom, in contrast, can widely be that which is theoretical or 
speculative, and frequently has little or no relevance to actual life situations. Ironically, 
there are Messianic Bible teachers who, while criticizing Hellenism and believe themselves 
to be espousing Hebraic wisdom, may actually be promoting things that are quite 

 
67 U. Wilckens, “wisdom,” in TDNT, 1061. 
68 Burdick, in EXP, 12:190. 
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Hellenistic and have no relevance whatsoever to daily spiritual living. More than anything 
else, what they tend to promote are the vain speculations of their human imagination.69 

True Biblical wisdom, as James puts it, will be shown by “works...done with gentleness 
born of wisdom” (NRSV), or “works by good conduct with wisdom's gentleness” (HCSB). A 
person will be led by good conduct if he or she is led by the wisdom rooted within God’s 
Torah.70 James is not emphasizing anything that should be new for his audience, and 
consequently is also something recognized in Jewish and early Christian traditions, which 
emphasize the importance of deeds or good works coming as a result of wisdom: 

 
“Anyone whose deeds are more than his wisdom—his wisdom will endure. And 
anyone whose wisdom is more than his deeds—his wisdom will not endure” (m.Avot 
3:9b).71 
 
“If there is no learning of Torah, there is no proper conduct. If there is no proper 
conduct, there is no learning in Torah” (m.Avot 3:17a-b).72 
 
“Let the wise man display his wisdom, not by [mere] words, but through good deeds” (1 
Clement 38).73 
 
Demonstrating wisdom through good works is a continual theme throughout James’ 

epistle. Take important note of the qualification here to properly do this; God’s people must 
have “deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom” (NIV). It is not just enough to 
have good works; good works must be performed in the proper manner. As Yeshua says in 
Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Messiah 
followers have to be gentle, kind, and considerate in their conduct—specifically in the 
actions that might distinguish them as specifically being “Torah observant.” 

3:14 Human nature is such that inappropriate and negative emotions and tendencies 
will often dominate relations between people, and relations between people and God. James 
states, “But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful 
and false to the truth” (NRSV). 

Unfortunately, many who consider themselves to have wisdom, especially teachers, 
possess a great deal of “jealousy and selfish ambition.” Both of the Greek words for these 
terms need to be mentioned. Rendered as “jealousy” or “envy” (NIV/NRSV), zēlos means, 
“intense negative feelings over another’s achievements or success, jealousy, envy” 
(BDAG),74 and it is from zēlos where the term “zealot” is derived. It is interesting to briefly 

 
69 Consult the relevant sections of the author’s compiled work Confronting Critical Issues. 
70 Cf. Martin, 129. 
71 Neusner, 680. 
72 Ibid., 681. 
73 The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Libronix Digital Library System 1.0d: Church History Collection. 
74 BDAG, 427. 
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think that James could have been targeting these words to any Zealots who might be 
encountering his message. James’ admonition to them would be to be very careful with their 
devotion to Israel, as good works must be demonstrated in the proper spirit. The Zealots 
believed in a radical and bloody overthrow of the Roman authorities in Judea, and were 
often not concerned about their morality or treatment of Greeks and Romans. Even if there 
were no Zealots among James’ audience, the Body of Messiah had no place for unbridled, 
human zealotry. 

The second term, eritheia, while often rendered “selfish ambition,” specifically relates 
to “a courting distinction, a desire to put one’s self forward, a partisan and factitious spirit which 
does not disdain low arts; partisanship, factitiousness” (Thayer).75 This selfish ambition or “self-
seeking” (NKJV) is not only that which is concerned with one’s own self and own self-
interests, but also causes factions and divisions to build up in the community of faith. 

Sadly, religious history has shown the examples of this time and time again, where a 
movement will be centered around a particular teacher or figure who is more concerned 
about espousing self-serving motives than with helping people in their relationship with 
the Lord. The Messianic movement today is not immune to this problem, either. There are 
teachers in the Messianic community who are more concerned about promoting themselves 
than helping people grow in their relationship with God. Specifically as Paul warned to one 
of his ancient audiences, “They eagerly seek you, not commendably, but they wish to shut 
you out so that you will seek them” (Galatians 4:17). These were the ones who secluded 
themselves so as to be perceived as great by the masses, who in turn would more 
enthusiastically seek them. This is especially true of some Messianic teachers in Israel 
today, who, simply because they live in Israel can be perceived as having “greater spiritual 
insight” than those living outside of Israel. These teachers may be promoting error, and it is 
often not questioned by those outside of Israel, regardless of the fact that such teachings 
may wreak havoc on those outside of where they live, and cause factions and divisions 
among brothers and sisters. 

James says that those who are zealous only for themselves are the source of 
“insurrection and every evil matter” (v. 16, YLT). If in the case of Bible teachers, a teacher 
does not demonstrate a sincere desire to help people, and instead is only interested in self-
promotion and various cardinal teachings, then problems can arise. James tells those in his 
audience who may be doing this not to deceive themselves. He asserts, “do not be arrogant 
and so lie against the truth.” The verb pseudomai means “to lie,” but specifically “to deceive 
by lies” (Vine).76 James warns those who may cause these problems not only not to lie to 
themselves, but he warns his readers to be careful of those who deceive. Born again 
Believers are to use discernment and look out and beware for those who are self-consumed 
and self-absorbed who bring division to the community of faith, and are not operating in 

 
75 Thayer, 249. 
76 Vine, 367. 
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godly wisdom. Biblical wisdom, as is summarized in Proverbs, enables God’s people to fear 
Him, be discerning, and operate in true righteousness: 

 
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and 
instruction” (Proverbs 1:7). 
 
“He stores up sound wisdom for the upright; He is a shield to those who walk in 
integrity, guarding the paths of justice, and He preserves the way of His godly ones. 
Then you will discern righteousness and justice and equity and every good course” 
(Proverbs 2:7-9). 

 
 
15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, 
demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and 
every evil thing. 
 
3:15 James actually makes the claim, having previously warned about “bitter jealousy 

and selfish ambition” (v. 14), that such negative qualities may be regarded as of “wisdom.” 
Yet, James by no means applauds such wisdom, as he instead says, “This wisdom is not such 
as comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish” (RSV). James does not just 
think that this so-called wisdom originates from limited mortals, but actually employs 
daimoniōdēs, “originating from the lower spirit-world, infernal, demonic” (BDAG).77 This 
is the ultimate origin of “wisdom” which serves human self-interest. It does not come from a 
strong relationship with the Heavenly Father and a humble spirit, but from thinking along 
worldly lines and from operating via a methodology little differently than that of Satan. 
Thankfully, though, James himself had previously admonished, “But if any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be 
given to him” (1:5). 

3:16 The presence of demonic wisdom within a community of Messiah followers is 
most devastating according to James: “For wherever you find jealousy and rivalry you also 
find disharmony and all other kinds of evil” (Phillips New Testament). Those who operate in 
demonic wisdom—as opposed to godly wisdom—create a stir of problems in their wake. 
There will “be confusion (unrest, disharmony, rebellion) and all sorts of evil and vile 
practices” (Amplified Bible). 

Akatastasia means “disorder; insurrection…maltreatment by mob violence” (CGEDNT).78 If 
such individuals exhibiting these character traits are present, believing themselves to be 
something by affecting others spiritually, they are in actuality not helping people at all. 
They are, in fact, causing even more problems and even more damage. The Apostle Paul 
would say, “God is not a God of confusion but of peace, as in all the [assemblies] of the 

 
77 BDAG, 210. 
78 CGEDNT, 6. 
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saints” (1 Corinthians 14:33). While the human condition demands that peace will not 
always be present because of mortal limitations, peace is something nevertheless to be 
sought. Bible teachers must bring a stabilizing influence to the community, not something 
that creates havoc. Men and women within the assembly likewise are to use their speech 
and their demeanor, to see that potential discord is halted, lest the enemy have his way, and 
the mission of God is thwarted. 
 

 
17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, 
full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy. 18 And the seed 
whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace. 
 
3:17 While demonic wisdom is an evil to be steadfastly avoided (vs. 15-16), there is a 

godly wisdom from Heaven, which James highly commends to his audience: “The wisdom 
that comes from above is first pure, then peace loving, gentle, approachable, full of merciful 
thoughts and kindly actions, straightforward, with no hint of hypocrisy” (Phillips New 
Testament). These qualities are elaborated upon significantly in Yeshua’s teaching from His 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), and the fruit of the Spirit that Paul lists in Galatians 
5:22-23. Also to be considered could be some of the sentiments expressed in Wisdom 7:22-30 
in the Apocrypha.79 

The wisdom which decisively originates from God is that in which all Believers should 
be operating. Of all the qualities listed, perhaps the most important ones are “mercy and 
good fruits,” eleous kai karpōn agathōn. True servants of God exemplify purity of spirit, 
peace, gentleness, obedience, and they have mercy and positive spiritual fruit evident in 
their lives. They do not waver or give into the pressures of the enemy, and they are without 
hypocrisy with a track record of faithfulness to the Lord. Those who are true servants of God 
have true righteousness, and are not only spiritually mature themselves, but are eager to 
rectify any mistakes that they might make. 

These qualities, as should be expected, describe the character of God that should be 
present within us who have been born again. Godly wisdom is “considerate” (NIV) and takes 

 
79 “[F]or wisdom, the fashioner of all things, taught me. For in her there is a spirit that is intelligent, holy, 

unique, manifold, subtle, mobile, clear, unpolluted, distinct, invulnerable, loving the good, keen, irresistible, 
beneficent, humane, steadfast, sure, free from anxiety, all-powerful, overseeing all, and penetrating through all 
spirits that are intelligent and pure and most subtle. For wisdom is more mobile than any motion; because of her 
pureness she pervades and penetrates all things. For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of 
the glory of the Almighty; therefore nothing defiled gains entrance into her. For she is a reflection of eternal 
light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness. Though she is but one, she can do all 
things, and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and 
makes them friends of God, and prophets; for God loves nothing so much as the man who lives with wisdom. For 
she is more beautiful than the sun, and excels every constellation of the stars. Compared with the light she is 
found to be superior, for it is succeeded by the night, but against wisdom evil does not prevail” (Wisdom 7:22-
30). 
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into view the needs of other people, which any good spiritual leader or Bible teacher should 
be doing. Burdick explains that God “is gentle and kind, although in reality he has every 
reason to be stern and punitive toward men in their sin.”80 It is only God in His mercy that 
enables Him to withhold judgment upon humanity, granting people ample opportunity to 
repent. When we emulate the character of our Heavenly Father, as His representatives on 
Earth we need to likewise withhold any punitive judgment toward others, exercising a 
wisdom that is truly Divine and not carnal. 

3:18 How does a true, Heavenly wisdom manifest itself, according to James? “And the 
fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace” (Kingdom New 
Testament). Here, James speaks of the karpos...dikaiosunēs. Previously, the Prophet Isaiah 
exclaimed of ma’aseih ha’tzedaqah: “And the work of righteousness will be peace, and the 
service of righteousness, quietness and confidence forever” (Isaiah 32:17). While a figure 
like James the Just would absolutely expect the peace enacted among brothers and sisters in 
the Lord to involve a cessation of conflict, the fuller meaning of shalom is most useful to 
remember here (see previous discussion for 2:16). The DSS also include a useful thought, 
albeit fragmented, regarding wisdom: 

“[...he who] seeks wisdom, [will find] wisdom...and nothing will] be hidden from him 
[...] he will lack nothing [...] in truth [...] from all who seek wisdom [...] reading and 
discipline [...] you will inherit them [...] great [honor] you shall give [...] honor” (4Q213).81 

Yeshua Himself said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of 
God” (Matthew 5:9, NRSV). James himself may be said to have been a peacemaker, given the 
important role that he played at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:13ff) and at Paul’s return 
visit to Jerusalem (Acts 21:18ff). Rather than bow into the demands of the rigid, hyper-
conservative Pharisees, who wanted the new, non-Jewish Believers to be circumcised as 
proselytes and keep the Torah to be saved (Acts 15:1, 5), James instead offered the non-
disputable alternative, asserting that Tanach prophecy was in the process of fulfillment.82 

Yeshua the Messiah says that each one of us will be known by our fruits (Matthew 
7:17). The godly wisdom that the Lord wants to impart to each of us as His servants is to be 
used in the world, not just remain in our heads. It is a practical wisdom that is able to help 
others and give them the proper counsel, advice, comfort, and sometimes rebuke when they 
need it. 

When we consider the instruction of v. 18, “Now the fruit of righteousness is sown in 
shalom by those who make shalom” (HNV), are we as Messianic Believers at all consciously 
trying to create and facilitate an environment of peace? We live in interesting times as a 
Messianic movement that is still growing and maturing. We all have the responsibility to see 
that the Messianic Bible teachers and leaders we submit to, have the godly wisdom that 
James describes, and that they are concerned for the spiritual well being of others. Those 

 
80 Burdick, in EXP, 12:191. 
81 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 258. 
82 Consult the author’s commentary Acts 15 for the Practical Messianic. 
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operating in godly wisdom are to be those who do not cause unnecessary problems, and are 
kind, considerate, and loving toward others. They do not cause factions and rivalry, but are 
concerned about the people who they serve. As our faith community matures, God will see 
to it that men and women of proper character rise up to serve the Body, as opposed to some 
who have arisen and have demonstrated nothing more than a “wisdom”—which at best, 
originates in their limited, human brains. 
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