
The Humility that comes from Wisdom 
St John’s 16/09/12 11:00am 

 
StF317i At the name of Jesus 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_7w-tDjlpgk 
 
Prayer – based on MWB p28 item 4A and 5A (emphasising God’s greatness cf our littleness) 
 
Proverbs 1:20-33 Wisdom is ignored with fatal consequences 
Mark 8:27-33 Peter learns humility the hard way 
James 3:1-13 The humility that comes from wisdom 
 
StF432 O the bitter shame and sorrow (What changing attitudes does this hymn reflect?) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJbzqbiZ7JA (no lyrics) 
 
There may be other connecting themes in today’s lectionary readings but the one I spotted 
running through them, like lettering in rock, was humility and wisdom, and their opposites 
arrogance and ignorance. 
 
I also spotted, as if in capital letters, that bit in the letter from James, “Not many of you should 
presume to be teachers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” 
 
Plus when I did a search on “humility” on the internet I came up with this cartoon (Snoopy 
cartoon)… So, if it’s alright with you, I’ll quit while I’m ahead. (Sit down.) 
 
Seriously, daring to talk about wisdom and humility is a minefield, isn’t it? Which might explain 
why I have very rarely preached on it nor heard any other preacher preach on it either. 
 
As a quote on the internet said, “Humility is a strange thing, The minute you think you’ve got it, 
you’ve lost it.” And yet another said, “Humility is a virtue all preach, but none practise.” 
 
So it is with trepidation that I stand before you today to talk about this very sensitive subject. 
 
Proverbs –  
 
What is wisdom? 
 
Wisdom is a deep understanding and realization of people, things, events or situations, 
resulting in the ability to apply perceptions, judgements and actions in keeping with this 
understanding. It often requires control of one's emotional reactions so that universal 
principles, reason and knowledge prevail to determine one's actions. Wisdom is also the 
comprehension of what is true coupled with optimum judgement as to action. Synonyms 
include discernment and insight. (Wikipedia) 
 
Actually, I like the book of Proverbs own definition, right at the beginning of the book, where 
the writer states that the proverbs are for, v2-v7. 
 
The passage from Proverbs we read earlier refers to three sets of problem people, people who 
are not interested in acquiring wisdom: simple ones, mockers and fools. We are warned not to 
become like these people. Simple people at first sight seem the least harmful – they live 
without thinking and are too lazy to change or do anything at all really. But of course, as the 
famous dictum says, “All that is required for evil to prosper is for good men to do nothing”. The 
same person also said, “Nothing is so fatal to religion as indifference.” So you see, doing 
nothing is not an option for anyone wanting to be wise. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_7w-tDjlpgk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJbzqbiZ7JA


Fools use their brains more than simple ones, but they use them for their own selfish 
purposes. They think themselves independent of God, and independent of advice. They can 
hear only their own desires. 
 
Mockers are perhaps worst of all, they have deliberately chosen to be rebels against God, they 
are arrogant in asserting themselves against him, full of pride. 
 
But as we all know, Proverbs tells us that pride goes before a fall… and not only for the 
mockers only but for the fools and the simple ones of this world too. God will not be mocked. 
Since such people hate knowledge and will not accept advice, since they do not choose to 
respect the Lord, they are doomed. 
 
Best not to be one of these types of people, I think, don’t you… 
 
Mark –  
 
I couldn’t see to begin with, how the Mark reading fitted in with the others. But then I started to 
view it from Peter’s point of view and realised that he learned a lesson about humility the hard 
way. In the equivalent passage to this one in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus praises Peter for 
realising who he is, the Christ. For some reason Mark doesn’t mention this, but anyway, Peter 
must have been very pleased with himself for getting the answer right, just like any child is 
when asked a difficult question in front of the rest of the class. So when Peter hears Jesus 
talking about how he would suffer and be put to death, he must have felt that he was now in a 
strong position of leadership and, wanting to look good in front of the other disciples, he 
launches in with what he thought were wise and supportive words. Of course, he had totally 
misread the situation. He had not discerned Jesus’ mind at all. He had not been wise. His 
thoughts had been clouded, as Jesus put it, by the thoughts of men, and not the thoughts of 
God. Poor Peter, we’ve all been there, haven’t we? When we thought we were doing or saying 
the right thing, and wanting to be supportive and look good at the same time, we’ve made 
some stupid error of judgement. 
 
Being wise is not simple… 
 
Afterwards, maybe Peter reflected on the incident and decided that he would have been better 
keeping his mouth shut. 
 
And certainly, that seems to be James’ advice. 
 
James –  
 
Mind you, James doesn’t seem to be someone who keeps his thoughts to himself, despite his 
advice. Have any of you ever read the letter of James right through, or studied it in depth? He 
has some strong opinions! And he puts them across in what we might call colourful 
language… He’s pretty blunt. 
 
“We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, 
able to keep his whole body in check.” So based on that description, are there any perfect 
people here today? No, I thought not. 
 
James is very clear that what we say is often what leads us astray in our relationships with 
other people. “No man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. Out of 
the same mouth come praise and cursing. Brothers and sisters, this should not be.” 
 
No, we know our mouths should not give out both praise and cursing, and nor should our 
thoughts or our actions either. But they do, because it is so very hard to be wise. 
 



“So who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by the deeds 
done in the humility that comes from wisdom,” says James. 
 
So who wise amongst us? Is anyone? Maybe not, but that is no reason not to work on it. Every 
day, every hour, every minute almost, we have judgements, decisions, to make. Decision-
making is at the heart of wisdom, for decisions come from understanding, and decisions lead 
to action. That is why James so keen to refer to the resulting actions, the deeds, as being done 
in the humility that comes from wisdom. 
 
How can wisdom be humble? Surely if you are wise you need not be humble because you 
know stuff? 
 
On the contrary, as the Snoopy cartoon showed, true wisdom comes from realising that you 
might be wrong, that you might not have the whole picture, that you might be being affected by 
your emotions and half-hidden motivations. True wisdom acknowledges this, recognises it, 
embraces its frailty, but is then brave enough to make decisions based on this understanding. 
Because remember, doing nothing is still a decision, whether we want to acknowledge it or 
not. 
 
You will remember that King Solomon, when God asked him what spiritual gift he wanted, 
asked for wisdom, a discerning heart (1 Kings 3:7-12). And God gave it to him. But you may 
also know that even Solomon himself, with all his wisdom, failed later in his life. “As Solomon 
grew old, the people around him turned his heart to other gods, and his heart was no longer 
fully devoted to the Lord his God. So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the Lord.” (1 Kings 11) 
 
No wonder then, that James is so strong in his warnings to us and exhorts us to stay vigilant. 
The letter to the Colossians tells us that it is in Jesus Christ that all the treasures of wisdom 
and knowledge may be found (Col 2:3). And James also reminds us, “if any of you lacks 
wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be 
given to him.” 
 
Keep asking! None of us is perfect yet, and the minute we think we’ve made it we’re in trouble. 
So stick close to Jesus and keep asking, again and again, for the humility AND wisdom of God 
to rule our thinking, our decision-making and our actions. Ask for his Spirit, the Spirit of wisdom 
and discernment, to guide and to counsel all your life: your thinking, your speaking and you 
doing, today and every day. Amen. 
 
Prayer asking for wisdom and for discernment. 
Prayers of intercession and dedication based on MWB p14A (emphasising our need for 
humility in order to learn God’s wisdom) 
“Teach us your ways Lord, that we may walk in them.” 
 
Lord’s prayer 
 
StF545 Be thou my vision 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6CMclLT_Hjg 
 
Blessing and sending out 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6CMclLT_Hjg

