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WHAT TO LOOK FOR WHEN SELECTING CHURCH 
LEADERS - PART 2 

James 3:13-18 

INTRODUCTION 

If I had had more experience in the pastorate, it’s likely I would not have come to Grace 
Community Church.  The Grace family suffered three significant splits in the years prior 
to our coming.  The third split took place just two months before we came in September 
of 1991.  I have often thought God used my naiveté to bring us to Grace – and we’re 
grateful He did! 

Church splits are devastating.  Recovery takes about five years.  Victims of church splits 
often become so disillusioned they leave the Faith. 

If followed, the principles of James 3 will protect us from suffering a church split ever 
again.  

Please turn with me to James 3:13-18. 

PASSAGE 

James 3:13–18 (ESV)  
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his 
works in the meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition 
in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that 
comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and 
selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. 17 But the wisdom 
from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good 
fruits, impartial and sincere. 18 And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by 
those who make peace. 

In the previous section (3:1-12), James taught the scattered churches to whom he was 
writing to be careful in selecting their leaders. 

James 3:1 (ESV)  
1 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who 
teach will be judged with greater strictness. 

James’ concern was that those who teach and lead be men of godly character.   

But how does a church family assess a potential leader’s character? 

By paying close attention to his speech.  His tongue is a reliable window to his soul.   

EXAMINE THEIR TONGUE (3:1-12) 

James 3:2 (ESV)  
2 For we all stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he 
is a perfect man, able also to bridle his whole body. 

How a man talks reveals the condition of his soul.  How does he talk to his wife and 
about his wife?  How does he talk to his children and about his children?  How does he 
talk about others; especially those who are not present?  Does he keep confidences?  
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What comes out of his mouth when he’s frustrated or angry? Does he intimidate or 
manipulate others with his words?  Does he exaggerate in order to make himself look 
good?  Does he lie?  Is he critical or cutting? 

The tongue reflects the soul.  A wise church examines a potential leader’s use of his 
tongue. 

As we move forward to James 3:13, James is still addressing the issue of selecting 
leaders in the church. 

In James 3:1-12, we assess a potential leader by his words.   

In James 3:13-18, we assess a potential leader by his works. 

What kind of people should be leading the church?  People of wisdom and 
understanding. 

EXAMINE THEIR TACTICS (3:13-18) 

James 3:13 (ESV)  
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his 
works in the meekness of wisdom. 

A wise person, according to Jewish thought, is one who skillfully applies God’s truth to 
everyday life.  We need church leaders who can help us apply God’s Word to our 
everyday circumstances.  The term understanding refers to a person who has expert 
knowledge in a particular subject.  We need church leaders who have expert knowledge 
in Christian living. 

In the previous section, a godly person’s character reveals itself in his words.  Here, in 
verse 13, a godly person’s character reveals itself in his works.  He or she doesn’t just 
“talk the talk”, but they “walk the walk”.  I think the New International Version captures 
well the idea of the second phrase: 

James 3:13 (NIV) 
13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by 
deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. 

Everybody who aspires to lead wants to believe they’re wise and understanding.  The 
problem is that knowledge is mistaken for wisdom.  You and I know believers who have 
a lot of Bible knowledge but are spiritually immature.  On the other hand, we’ve met 
Christians who have a lot of Bible knowledge who are spiritually mature.  What is the 
difference? 

One major difference is the way they relate to the church family.  The spiritually 
immature person will tear the church apart, if necessary, to accomplish their agenda. 
This is what James is describing in verses 14-16. 

James 3:14–16 (ESV)  
14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be 
false to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, 
unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be 
disorder and every vile practice. 
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The first characteristic of spiritual immaturity is “bitter jealousy”.  A better translation is 
“harsh zeal”.1  James is describing a person who becomes so intense over an issue that 
they become dogmatic and aggressive.  They see themselves as the defenders of the 
truth.  This intensity leads to “selfish ambition”. 

“Selfish ambition” describes someone running for political office by unfair means.  In the 
NT it describes a leader who forms a group which eventually withdraws from the rest of 
the church.  Typically what happens is that a person becomes convinced that something 
needs to be corrected in the church.  In their harsh zeal they gather others around them 
of like mind.  Because they believe they are fighting for God’s truth, they justify dividing 
the church.  Those who do not agree with them are not “biblical”, so they are justified in 
withdrawing from them. 

A person who claims to be following God’s wisdom, but divides the church is “boasting 
and lying against the truth”.  They are not wise and understanding.  Something may 
need to be corrected in the church, but to go about it in such a way as to divide the 
church is a sure sign of spiritual immaturity. 

As James 3:15 states:  
15 This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, 
demonic. 

A person who justifies dividing the church is not operating according to God’s wisdom.  
Rather, they are handling things like the world.   

How do people in the world handle disputes?  They will use any means necessary to 
get what they want.  The gloves come off and people don’t hesitate to lie, to manipulate, 
to threaten or even to become violent.  This is what James is expressing in verse 16. 
16 For where jealousy (harsh zeal) and selfish ambition (divisions) exist, there will be 
disorder and every vile practice. 

When a leader leads in harsh zeal, ugly things happen in the church.  One party starts 
questioning the salvation of the other party.  Rumors start flying.  People in one party 
stop fellowshipping with people of the other party. Business meetings get ugly.  
Tempers flare.  Accusations fly.  Positions are deliberately misrepresented.   

                                            
1
 The interpretation of 3:13-18 depends on understanding this phrase and the next.  “Jealousy” and “selfish ambition” in our English 

translations do not adequately convey James’ meaning.  I would encourage people to write “harsh zeal” and “factionalism” in their 
margins in order to remember what James is describing.  Here is the info: 

     “The vices being condemned are first of all “harsh zeal” (Ropes, 245) or “rivalry.” Both of these translations are better than 
“jealousy,” for ζῆλος, which often translates the Hebrew qin’â in the LXX, can have a positive sense in the OT (1 Ki. 19:10, 14; cf. 
also Sir. 48:2; 1 Macc. 2:54, 58; 4 Macc. 18:12; Jn. 2:17; Rom. 10:2; 2 Cor. 7:7; 11:2; Phil. 3:6). The problem is that zeal can easily 
become blind fanaticism, bitter strife, or a disguised form of rivalry and thus jealousy; the person sees himself as jealous for the 
truth, but God and others see the bitterness, rigidity, and personal pride which are far from the truth. 
     The second vice is ἐριθείαν, “the personal ambition of rival leaderships” (Hort, 82–83), or party spirit. The word ἐριθεία appears in 
Aristotle (Pol. 5.3, etc.), where it means “a self-seeking pursuit of political office by unfair means” (BAG, 309), but its meaning in the 
NT is not limited to the means of seeking political office, for the term appears in several NT vice lists after terms like ἔρις, ζῆλος, and 
θυμοί (Gal. 5:20; 2 Cor. 12:20) and apparently particularizes them in “party spirit” in which the jealous or angry leader forms a group 
which emotionally or physically withdraws from the rest of the church (cf. Phil. 1:17; 2:3; Ign. Phil. 8:2; F. Büchsel, TDNT II, 657ff.). 
Certainly the charge such a group would make is that the parent body has rejected wisdom and truth and thus those committed to 
the truth must withdraw. But the problem, says James, is not external, but “in your hearts,” for the evil impulses within, not the Spirit, 
are the cause of all such sin (cf. 1:13ff.; Mk. 7:14–23 par.; Easton, “Lists,” 11).” 
 
Davids, Peter H. The Epistle of James : A Commentary on the Greek Text. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1982. 
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The spiritually mature leader has a completely different approach characterized by the 
attributes listed in verse 17. 

James 3:17 (ESV)  
17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full 
of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere.  

The wise leader is pure.  He is committed to doing what is right and good in the eyes of 
the Lord no matter the issue or intensity of his feelings.  He will not resort to 
manipulation, intimidation or politicking.  He rejects the idea that the ends justify the 
means.  

He is peaceable; it is not “win at all costs”.  He fights for relationships, not his agenda.  
God calls us to live at peace with all men (Rom. 12:18).  The wise leader understands 
that no issue justifies violating the law of love (Col. 3:14).   

He is gentle; noncombative.  He keeps his cool even when others are unkind. 

He is open to reason.  He is very willing to listen and be persuaded by facts and truth.  It 
doesn’t mean he’s wishy-washy, but he is always willing to learn and respond to new 
information. 

He is full of mercy and good fruits.  He is sensitive to the needs of others and quick to 
meet those needs when he is able.  Seeing brothers and sisters in the church withdraw 
from one another and withhold love from each other grieves the truly wise leader. 

He is impartial.  He will not join one party over the other.  His commitment is to the Lord, 
to the truth and to the unity of the church.  His loyalty is to the Lord and not a personality 
within the church. 

He is genuine.  What he says to one group he says to the other.  He treats everyone the 
same – gently, thoughtfully and with love. 

When leaders function in the manner described in verse 17 the church can be confident 
that their decisions are wise and understanding.  They can be confident they are 
walking in God’s will.  

That’s the conclusion of verse 18; the harvest, the end result, of a process 
characterized by peace is God’s righteousness. 

James 3:18 (ESV)  
18 And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.  

If the process is characterized by peace the outcome will be God’s righteousness.  A 
wise leader understands that the process is what is important.  If the process has the 
qualities of verse 17 then we can be confident we are walking in God’s will – in God’s 
righteousness.  

So when it comes to choosing our church leaders, James teaches us… 

 …listen to how they talk (3:1-12). 

 …watch how they work with others (3:13-18). 
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APPLICATION 

James 3:1-18 give us very practical guidelines in selecting church leaders.  We listen to 
their talk and we observe how they treat fellow believers.  We need to take the time to 
evaluate those who teach and lead in the church.  This is one reason why I believe that 
if at all possible, it’s best to develop pastoral staff from within the church family because 
we’ve had the time to listen and observe.  If we need to go outside the church family, we 
need to ask the hard questions of James 3 to the candidate’s church, wife and kids. 

We take about 15 months on average to confirm an elder candidate to the office of 
elder. This gives us the necessary time to listen to his talk and observe how he works 
with others.  

Because teachers are leaders we are careful who we allow to teach.  That’s why we ask 
anyone who teaches to go through the membership process here at Grace and adhere 
to our doctrinal statement. 

James 3:13-18 also applies to decision making and the will of God.  When we are facing 
a major life decision we need to realize that the process is all important.  The “how” is 
more important than the “what”.  If the decision making process is characterized by 
“disorder and every vile practice” as verse 16 says, then it tells us that either we or 
someone else in the decision making process is functioning in an ungodly way.  The 
outcome of a disorderly, contentious process will not be God’s will no matter how we 
spin it. 

But if the decision-making process is characterized by purity, peace, gentleness, 
openness to reason etc., then we can be fully confident that the decision reached is 
God’s wisdom.  This is why I counsel that if you and your spouse are facing a major 
decision and you are not in agreement, then if possible, delay your decision until you 
are fully unified and at peace.  This counsel does not cover every possible situation, but 
it is a good general principle by which to live. This general principle also applies to our 
ministry teams including the elders.  If we’re dealing with a difficult issue and tempers 
flare or we get cross with each other then we’ve learned to back off and take more time 
until we are at peace with each other and can arrive at a unified decision. 

 


