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Victory of the Lamb // March 21,2021 // Series: Detox 
Sermon: Lead with a humble heart // Text: James 3:13-18 

Pastor Ben Sadler 
 

13 Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in 
the humility that comes from wisdom. 14 But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your 
hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. 15 Such “wisdom” does not come down from 
heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there 
you find disorder and every evil practice. 

17 But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, 
submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 18 Peacemakers who sow in peace reap 
a harvest of righteousness. (James 3:13-18) 

 You are all leaders. You might be surprised to hear that. You might have thought that a leader has a 
special title like CEO or professor. But that is not what makes a leader. You might have thought that a 
leader has a certain type of charisma like Vince Lombardi or Dale Carnegie. But that is not what makes a 
leader. Maybe you thought leaders have to lead a significant movement like MLK jr. But that is not what 
really defines a leader. What makes a leader? A leader has followers. That’s it. If someone is watching 
you and following your lead, then you are a leader. Some leaders seem to affect more people than 
others. But you are all leaders.  

According to that definition, the 9 year old girl who plays barbies with her friends is a leader. Her friends 
follow her example and mimic her. According to that definition, her 11 yr. old older brother is a leader 
because she looks up to him and mimics him. According to that definition, his 14-year-old older sister is 
a leader because both younger siblings are watching her lead. You are a leader even if you work in a 
cubicle in IT. Your co-worker is listening to how you respond to the angry client and they are following 
your lead. You are a leader if you are a stay at home mom or stay at home dad. Those kids are following 
your lead. You are all leaders because, whether you realize it or not, there are people who are following 
your lead. You are a leader. The only question is What kind of leader are you going to be? 

The reason I want to talk about leadership is because we have a problem with toxic leadership in our 
country. It would be easy to point to the many examples in the secular world. Corrupt CEOs and 
politicians who use their position and influence for their own advantage. Or we could look at the leaders 
in Hollywood or the entertainment industry and see all the ways they use immoral practices to attract 
people to follow them.  

But toxic leadership is not just a problem out there in the world. It is a problem in the Christian church. 
Toxic leadership is becoming more apparent as more high-profile Christians are being exposed as 
corrupt and toxic. The most recent and well-known example is probably Ravi Zacharias. Maybe you 
heard about his story. Ravi Zacharias was the leading speaker of a multi-million-dollar apologetics 
ministry. He would travel around the world giving seminars trying to prove the validity and truth of the 
Bible. His ministry got so big that there were over 60+ speakers participated in his ministry. He seemed 
to be a wise, eloquent speaker. Well, it has now been revealed that he was using he ministry and power 
and influence to abuse women. And now after his passing, his ministry is in a free fall.  
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But Ravi Zacharias is just one of many prominent toxic Christian leaders. Leaders like Bill Hybels, Tullian 
Tchividjian, James MacDonald, Mark Driscoll, Carl Lentz, and many others. All these leaders were 
celebrity Christians, who were very gifted speakers, writers, and leaders. You could find their books in 
Barnes and Noble. They led larger influential ministries. I followed their work. And I hoped to learn from 
their teaching. But now it has come out that they were toxic leaders.  

Maybe you are not familiar with these influential Christians. But maybe there are other Christian leaders 
that you have followed over the years. Maybe a pastor or writer. Maybe a YouTuber or Podcaster. But 
now you found out that they weren’t faithful to their calling. They were toxic.  

We are continuing our sermon series called Detox and today we are going to focus on detoxing from this 
toxic leadership in our worship and even in Christianity. And that really starts with us and how we are 
going to lead our families, our community, and at work. So here is the question I want to answer today: 

How can we become wise, healthy leaders? 

To answer that question, we are going to continue to look at the letter that we have been studying in 
the New Testament, a letter written by a man named James, who was Jesus’ half-brother. We are in 
James chapter three. And in this section of the letter he is speaking to leaders in the church, especially 
teachers.  

James explains how we can spot godly leaders who should lead in the church. He begins asking this 
question:  13 Who is wise and understanding among you? James wants us to ask, “How can we spot a 
wise leader? Who should we be following?” 

James answers his own question with these words: Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done 
in the humility that comes from wisdom. James says that you can spot a wise, godly leader not by what 
they say, but by what they do. This is very different than how we try to spot leaders. Usually, we look for 
leaders who have charisma. If they can really get a big crowd together. Or we look for ones with great 
accomplishments. Whether they have done something significant. Or maybe we look for someone with 
lots of clout. Someone who comes from a well-known family. Or has significant connections.  

But James says that we can spot a godly leader by looking at their private life. Take a look at how they 
treat their spouse and children. Talk to their staff. How do they treat the person at the front desk? How 
about the person that cuts their hair or delivers their mail. Take a look at their conduct.  

Why? James says that their good life come from deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. 
In other words, although we can’t see a leader’s heart, we can see their deeds. And those deeds flow 
out of the heart. And good conduct comes from a heart of humility.  

We might look at all the outward signs of leadership, but God cares more about the heart. And so if we 
want to become better leaders, we don’t need another leadership book. We don’t need to attend 
another conference. What we need to do more than anything is look into our hearts.  

That’s what James wants to talk about next. He wants to talk about our hearts. But if you harbor bitter 
envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. (James 3:14) This is 
what has been so devasting with the well known toxic Christian leaders. They were motivated by envy 
and selfish ambition. Some of them terrorized their staff to do things their way. Some of them used their 
influence to start adulterous relationships. They were selfishly motivated.  
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You are all leaders. Even if you don’t lead in the church or in a specific organization. And if you are going 
to be a better leader, you need to look at your heart, your motivations. James warns us of being leaders 
who are motivated by bitter envy and selfish ambition. He says we might even boast of those qualities 
and deny the truth about what they really are. We might say “I’m not envious or jealous, I’m just 
competitive. And competitive is a good thing, right?” Or “I’m not driven by selfish ambition. I’m just a 
driven person.” James wants us to look in our hearts and see those sinful selfish motivations and be 
honest about them.  

Although we might not want to face it, James tells us where such “wisdom” comes from: 15 Such 
“wisdom” does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. We might call this 
“worldly wisdom”. Leadership that is motivated by jealous and envy and selfish ambition is not from 
God.  

James is warning us that we are tempted to look to the world for our scorecard. We all have scorecards. 
Scorecards are necessary to show us what is valuable. When you play basketball, you need to know that 
a three-pointer puts more points on the board than just dribbling. When you are playing golf you need 
to know that hitting the ball out of bounce will cost you two strokes on your scorecard. If you are a 
teacher, you need to know how your students are scoring on their reading and writing, so that you can 
know what to work on. Scorecards show you what you are to value.  

Well we are tempted to let the world give us the scorecard for leadership. And what it means to win as a 
leader according to the world is acquiring: 

• Power 
• People  
• Possessions 
• Pleasure 

This is the scorecard. Do what you have to do as a leader to get more power, get more people, get more 
possessions, and get more pleasure. But that leads to toxic leadership. That’s what Ravi Zacharias was 
looking for. That’s what Tullian and James MacDonald.  

Then James explains what happens when we follow the world’s scorecard and try to win according to 
the world. 16 For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil 
practice.  When we lead out of a bad and selfish heart it leads to disorder. Disorder is the opposite of 
peace. The Hebrew word for peace means wholeness and completeness. But worldly wisdom results not 
in order and completeness but disorder. James says it also leads to evil practice, literally, “worthless 
practices”. It doesn’t lead to good and fruitful results.  

What James is teaching us is that God doesn’t care how much power you have. He didn’t care Humans 
look at the outward appearance, God cares about the heart.  God doesn’t care if you are a leader who 
has lots of power and possessions. 

So what does godly, wise, healthy leadership look like? James says: But the wisdom that comes from 
heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, 
impartial and sincere.  
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He doesn’t care how many vacations you’ve been on or how many people follow you leadership. God 
just cares about your heart. He wants you to live according to his scorecard.  

So where did James get this scorecard? He got it from his brother, Jesus. Jesus was the kind of leader 
who led from the heart. So How can we become wise, healthy leaders?  Be with Jesus to lead like 
Jesus. You need to be with Jesus so that he can cleanse your heart of all your selfish motivations. Let his 
forgiveness and love from the cross change your life. Then follow him. Do what he did. His leadership 
came from above. He didn’t lead to just gather a big crowd. In fact, sometimes the crowds abandoned 
him. He didn’t just love people who could love him back. He loved the poor and help people privately. 
He lead with godly wisdom from a pure heart.  

So here is what I want to encourage you to do. You already have a scorecard from the world. Maybe 
there is the pressure to from society to be the perfect parent. Maybe there is the pressure from your 
company to get more power and meet more people. Maybe there is the pressure from your friends to 
have more possessions. You have all those worldly scorecards. I want to encourage you to put this 
scorecard somewhere visible. You can just write this down on your own sheet of paper.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

When you live according to Jesus’ scorecard, you might not get a promotion or more power or 
possession. But James does tell you the results. He says, 18 Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a 
harvest of righteousness. You sow good things that come out of your heart you will reap justice and 
righteousness. You will put this world back the way it’s supposed to be.  

You are all leaders because all of you have someone that is watching you and following you and learning 
from you. You might not even realize how many people you are leading. So how are you going to lead? 
Are you going to accept the scorecard of the world and just strive for more power, possessions, people, 
and pleasure? Or are you going to lead with the wisdom of God and lead from the heart? How can you 
be a better leader? Be with Jesus and you will lead like Jesus. Amen.  

Jesus’ Scorecard 
o pure 
o peace-loving 
o considerate 
o reasonable 
o full of mercy  
o full of good fruit 
o unwavering 
o sincere 


