FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS

#3 Making Wise Decisions
January 17th, 2010 – James 1:5-8
Passengers on a plane included a retired pastor, a young boy scout, and a world-renown scientist who proclaimed to be the world’s smartest man. The plane developed engine trouble and the pilot insisted the three passengers parachute to safety. Only two parachutes could be found. The scientist insisted that the fate of the world depended upon him so he grabs one chute and jumps out. The pastor insisted the boy use the last parachute. The Scout said,

Don’t worry the smartest man in the world jumped out wearing my back pack. Smart people make poor decisions. Ever done something, and then, almost as soon as you did it, wonder how you could have acted so foolishly? 
I want us to look at what James has to say on Making Wise Decisions. Life is full of choices and we make decisions every day. Someone said, The decisions that we make – make us! Tim Tebow said after his last college game, Coming to Florida was the best decision I ever made. As I look back on my own life – the decisions that I have made have had an immense impact on my life. So have yours. The quality and direction of our life has been determined by the decisions we have made. Some of them we regret – some of them we feel good about.  James is a  manual for Christian living. James is not calling his readers to perfection, but spiritual maturity. Becoming mature believers in Christ is a process. Making wise decisions is part of that spiritual journey.
James 1:5-8: 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. But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double – minded man, unstable in all he does. Some have suggested that James is beginning an entirely new train of thought in verse five. However, the first word of verse five makes it pretty clear that James is continuing what he started in verse two. The word “if” serves as a connection between verse 2-4 and verses 5-8. James is about to provide his readers with some practical application for what he just taught them in verses 2-4. When it comes to making wise decisions James shows us the problem, the prescription, followed by the promise.

THE PROBLEM: INDECISION
First, the problem: Verse eight says double – minded people are unstable. In Greek, the word double- minded literally means "two spirited" -- pulled apart in different directions, divided loyalties, divided priorities. We have all felt that way at times. Not sure which way to go. Remember the story by Dr. Seuss about the guy who could not make up his mind? Did I ever tell you about the young Zoad? Who came to a sign at the fork of the road. He looked one way and the other way too the Zoad had to make up his mind what to do.  Well, the Zoad scratched his head, and his chin, and his pants. - And he said to himself, "I’ll be taking a chance. If I go to Place One, that place may be hot so how will I know if I like it or not. On the other hand, though, I’ll feel such a fool if I go to Place Two and find it’s too cool.  In that case I may catch a chill and turn blue. So Place One may be best and not Place Two.  Play safe," cried the Zoad,  "I’ll play safe, I’m no dunce. I’ll simply start off to both places at once. And that’s how the Zoad who would not take a chance went no place at all with a split in his pants. Indecision gets us in trouble.
Indecision causes confusion.  It would be like a man standing next to a compass while having a magnet in his pocket. The compass wants to point to magnetic north – that is what it is designed to do – yet because of the magnet in his pocket the compass is pulled off course. The compass is set off course because it is being pulled in two directions at the same time and ends up someplace in between – not really pointing at either one. Sometimes you have to make a decision but you’re pulled in different directions. Double-mindedness is devastating, because it makes you unstable. The word is translated "confused" in many parts of the Bible. It’s used to describe a drunk who’s staggering. Indecision produces an unstable lifestyle. Three areas that come to mind are:

1. Unstable emotions: It’s a strain when you can’t decide. You worry and strain, you’re confused. You can’t sleep and can’t eat. You wonder, Did I do the right thing? It creates emotional instability in your life when you can’t make up your mind. Guy goes to a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist says, Are you indecisive? Guy says, Yes and no. What do you mean by that? I used to be but now I’m not sure. William James said, The most miserable person in the world is the person who is habitually indecisive. It causes unstable emotions. 
2. Unstable relationships: Lack of commitment destroys marriage relationships. Am I going to get out of it or am I going to get on with it? When you’re a parent and say one thing then you say another thing. We give double messages to our kids. Lack of commitment destroys churches. Can you be counted on – are you going to be there – are you going to do what you said you would do? Are you going to keep your word? You see indecision causes unstable relationships. It takes more energy deciding than it does to do it. Once you do it, it’s a snap.  

3. Unstable spiritual life.  That man should not think that he will receive anything from the Lord (vs.7.). Indecision causes God from giving to us and keeps us from receiving what God has to offer. Christians say, Why doesn’t God answer my prayers? Maybe they are not specific enough. Double mindedness can lead to a double life. A spiritual schizophrenia Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde. In Pilgrim’s Progress it talks about a man named Mr. Facing-Both-Ways. That’s when you want to do your will and God’s will at the same time. When you know what’s right but you do wrong anyway. When you’re trying to live for two people. On Sunday you come and sing Stand Up Stand Up For Jesus and Monday you go AWOL. Double-mindedness produces a double life. In causes instability in life. 
THE PRESCRIPTION: WISDOM

Second, the prescription: Verse five says, If any of you lacks wisdom you should ask God who gives generously to all without finding fault and it will be given to him. Get wisdom. When I say the word “wisdom” many ideas pop into our minds. A group of kids were asked, What is wisdom? Never ask for anything that costs more than $5 when your parents are doing taxes. Don’t ever be too full for dessert. When your dad is mad and asks you, Do I look stupid? don’t answer him.  Never tell your mom her diet’s not working.  Don’t pick on your sister when she’s holding a baseball bat.  Never try to baptize a cat. Never dare your little brother to paint the family car.  
Webster defines wisdom as the power of judging rightly; following the soundest course of action, based on our experience, knowledge and understanding. Knowledge is the ability to accumulate facts. Understanding is the ability to apply those facts to a specific situation. It is using common sense. The Hebrew word translated wisdom is hokma.  It usually refers to some kind of skill or ability. Exodus 28:3: Tell all the skilled men to whom I have given wisdom in such matters that they are to make garments for Aaron, for his consecration, so he may serve me as priest It was originally used to describe the work of weavers who weave the elaborate garments of Aaron, the high priest. The weavers’ ability to follow God’s design for manufacturing the garments was labeled wisdom.. The word for wisdom in Greek is the word sophia. "Phila - sophia" equals "philosophy" -- the love of wisdom.
In a nutshell—wisdom is the moral discernment that enables the believer to meet life and its trials with decisions and actions consistent with God’s will.  Wisdom is the ability to use ones knowledge and understanding to pursue a wise course of action. A wise person is one who has skill to live life according to God’s plan. Abraham Lincoln: 
I don’t think much of a man who is not wiser today than he was yesterday. A wise man learns by the experience of others. An ordinary man learns by his own experience. A fool learns by nobody’s experience. Wisdom comes as:
1. Admit our need.  The first part of verse five says, If any of you lacks wisdom – how would you know if you lack wisdom unless you examine yourself and see if you are lacking in wisdom. If you are lacking something – then you have a need for it. So the first thing you need to do is examine yourself and admit your need.  Let me ask you a question – how many of you have so much wisdom – that you don’t need any more? None of us! We all can use more wisdom. We all should want to be wiser. We all lack wisdom in some areas. We don’t know everything - {even though you may know some people who think they do}. God tells us to admit our need - we need wisdom. 
Wisdom is different than knowledge. Wisdom is knowledge put into practice. Wisdom is the practical application of knowledge. Wisdom is seeing life from God’s point of view – from God’s perspective. Do I always see things the way God sees them? No! I need wisdom to do that – we all do. 

Henry Ford, the founder of Ford Automotive Industries asked an electrical genius by the name of Charlie Steinmetz to build the generators for his factory. One day the generators ground to a halt, and the repairmen couldn’t find the problem. Ford called Steinmetz, who tinkered with the machines for a few hours and then threw the switch. The generators whirred to life--but Ford got a bill for $10,000 from Steinmetz. He was flabbergasted at the high cost of the bill, so he asked Steinmetz why it cost so much for only a few hours of work.  Steinmetz said, “Well I only charged $10 for the time that I tinkered on the generators, but the $9,990 is for knowing where to tinker.  

Proverbs 11:2: When pride comes then comes disgrace. But with humility comes wisdom. Pride blocks wisdom. Admission of the lack of wisdom is the beginning of wisdom; I don’t have it all together or have all the answers.
For some it may be hard to say I was wrong. When was the last time you said, "I was wrong." That shows how wise you are. I know as a pastor I don’t have all the answers. I don’t even know all the questions. Henry Ford was wise enough to admit his need how much more you and I need to admit our need for wisdom before God. 
2. Ask for wisdom. James says, If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God. How do you get wisdom? By listening to Dr. Phil? By reading Time magazine? By watching TV? Proverbs 2:6: For he Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. If God were to come to you one day and say, I’m going to give you one wish. You can ask for anything in the whole world. You can have one wish. What would you ask for? 
In the Old Testament, God came to Solomon and said, You’re the king of Israel. I’m going to grant you one wish. What do you want more than anything else in life? Solomon said, I’m so inadequate as a leader. I don’t know what to do with these people. More than anything else I want wisdom. I want to be able to think the way You think, to see things from Your point of view, be able to make decisions the way You would make them. I don’t want to make mistakes. I don’t want to look back on my life later and have regrets. I want wisdom. God was pleased with that request. He granted it to him, just like God always gives wisdom to those that ask for it. He said, Solomon, because you asked for wisdom, I’m going to give you the other things too: wealth, fame, long life. Solomon not only became the wisest man, but he was the wealthiest man, a famous person, and he lived a long life. 

A convention was called in 1787 in America to revise the Articles of Confederation. For weeks delegates reviewed ancient history and analyzed governments of modern Europe in search of insights. But nothing suited the circumstances of this infant nation. Finally, one of the distinguished gentlemen, Benjamin Franklin, addressed the group. Referring to their meager progress, he said, In this situation of this assembly, groping as it were in the dark to find political truth and scarcely able to distinguish it when it is presented to us, how has it happened that we have not hitherto once thought of humbly applying to the Father of lights to illuminate our understandings? Those early leaders were not all evangelical Christians, yet many of them believed in a sovereign God and sought His wisdom in the affairs of state. Wisdom comes from God. Ask Him to give you some.
 
3. Anticipate in faith. But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt…. Circle "not doubt". Doubt is debilitating. It hinders God from working in our life. Remember Peter. Peter’s in the boat one day and Jesus comes walking on water. Peter jumps out and starts walking toward the Lord. If you want to walk on water you’ve got to get out of the boat. You’ve got to take risks in life if you’re going to live by faith. It doesn’t require any faith to stay in the boat. You’ve got to jump out of the boat and take that step of faith and then God will take care of you. He starts walking across the water. He’s got his eyes on the Lord. All of a sudden he looks down and thinks, I’m not supposed to be able to do this. Down he goes into the water. The moment you get your eyes off the Lord and onto the circumstance, you’re sunk.  We need faith to walk faithfully. This means that the key to wisdom is prayer – the condition is faith. 
Verse six continues…he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind.  A lot of Christians are like corks in the ocean, blown around, back and forth. They are victims of their circumstance. Some of you are blown away right now because you haven’t been asking for wisdom. Eventually you pray, as if prayer is the last resort. That ought to be the first option. Hebrews 11:6 And without faith it is impossible to please God. Anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and He rewards those who earnestly seek Him .Circle "must believe.  If you want to receive anything from God you’ve got to believe in advance you’re going to get it. That’s faith. If you thank God after you’ve got it, that’s not faith. Faith is thanking God in advance. 
Wisdom is not theoretical but practical. Wisdom is not abstract but concrete. Reminds me of the man who was known for being very loving. He yelled at a neighbor’s child for stepping in his newly poured concrete driveway. His neighbor said, You preach you love everyone. He replied, I do love that child in the abstract but not in the concrete. A wise person is one who has skill to live life according to God’s plan. Wisdom is the God-given ability to perceive the true nature of a matter and to implement the will of God in that matter.

THE PROMISE – GENEROSITY

Finally, the promise: Verse five says God gives generously to all without finding fault and it will be given to him.
James’ wording tells us that giving is not just something God does, but it is an attribute of who He is.
Again, we see the present tense here. Just as God is eternal and will continue forever, so, too, is His giving continual. God’s giving is not something relegated to a certain point in time. He has always been giving and will always give. The word generously is an important word. In can also be translated - openly, frankly, sincerely, or bountifully with no thought of self.  God gives over and above what we deserve.
James elaborates on God’s generosity when he writes, without finding fault. Literally it means without showing teeth. Which means, “without growling at you”. Some people give things to you but they give it to you grudgingly He does so without attaching conditions. He does so without applying guilt.  He gives you wisdom cheerfully. Have you ever wondered why God loves a cheerful giver? I can tell you why – because He is a cheerful giver Himself and when we give cheerfully – we are imitating God. We are becoming Godly.  Aren’t you glad that God loves to give? I know that I am. He gives me grace. He gives me mercy. He gives me forgiveness and James tells us that He will give us wisdom generously if we just ask for it in faith. 

Where do you need wisdom right now? What big decisions are you facing in your life?  God does not want to make the decision for us. It doesn’t say, Pray and ask God to make the decision for you. Many times I’ve heard genuinely sincere Christians say, I don’t know what to do so I’m going to leave it up to the Lord. That sounds spiritual. Sometimes that’s exactly what you need to do. But a lot of times the phrase I’m going to leave it up to the Lord is a cop-out. It’s saying, I’m scared to death. I’m a poor decision maker. I don’t know which way to turn, therefore I’m going to accept whatever happens and call that God’s will. The fact is, God’s will is not always done. Everything that happens is not necessarily God’s will. That’s why we’re to pray like in the Lord’s prayer, "Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven." In heaven, God’s will is done perfectly. But it is not done perfectly here on earth. A lot of things are done that are not God’s will because we made the wrong decision. We just let things go. Sometimes passivity is the exact opposite of what God wants you to do. He wants you to get on your knees and pray for wisdom until you know the right thing to do. He wants you to make the decision. He will not make it for you because He wants you to grow up. Maturity in the Christian life is making decisions the way Jesus would. 
The quality of our life is determined by the decisions and choices we make and the wisdom that is behind those decisions and choices. James is saying that when we do not trust God it produces a lifestyle of instability. The cause of all the frustration in our life is not  indecision over the job, marriage, kids, health although those are important. There is a deeper issue and that is our inability to trust God and lay it all in His hands and ask for wisdom. Keep you eyes on the promise and boldly ask for wisdom during life’s indecisive moments. You will be glad you did. AMEN!




