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Chapter 1

WORLD ON FIRE
Hannah Anderson

Consider how a small fire sets ablaze a large forest. 

And the tongue is a fire. The tongue, a world of 

unrighteousness . . . sets the course of life on fire. 

—James 3:5–6

“I just don’t know what to believe anymore. I mean, who can you 
trust?” 
Her face fell as she said the words. She wrapped her hands around 

the cup of coffee and slumped back into her chair. I didn’t say anything 
in response because there wasn’t anything to say. Words felt unequal to 
the moment. So instead, we sat in silence, feeling the weight of it all. 

The past year had brought a world of suffering and chaos. A 
global pandemic shuttered churches, schools, and businesses and left 
families mourning lost loved ones. Hurricanes pummeled the coasts 
while wildfires raged across millions of acres. Racial hatred, once 
again emboldened, emerged from the shadows in all its grotesque 
forms. Millions found themselves un- and under-employed while oth-
ers worked under the threat of professional consequences for stepping 
out of line or voicing unpopular opinions. To top it all off, a fraught 
election cycle climaxed in a deadly attack on the seat of government 
while elected officials were in the process of governing. 

And it all was delivered via the screens that sat on the table 
between us, just inches from our fingertips. Each update, each statis-
tic, each poll, each political scandal had flashed across those small 
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devices—devices that we somehow believed we needed to carry with 
us everywhere. Like my friend, I too found myself  guarded and wary, 
fluctuating between anger, anxiety, and ironically enough, loneliness. I 
walked on eggshells, uncertain of what I could say and to whom. And 
despite my best efforts, I’d invariably offend someone, miscommuni-
cating with friends and family. Then I’d watch helplessly as the bonds 
that had once held us close strained under the stress of it all, threaten-
ing to break for good if  we couldn’t perfectly agree on everything. 

It felt like the world as we had known it had gone up in flames. 

How Great a Fire

When I think of a raging fire, I think of my father-in-law who 
worked as a forester for four decades. Throughout his career, he man-
aged hundreds of acres, partnered with landowners to steward and 
cultivate their properties, and battled the forest fires that would inevi-
tably break out. In fact, my husband tells of a childhood punctuated 
by “fire season”—a period of several months in spring and fall when 
forest fires are common due to environmental factors like dryness, bare 
trees, and high winds. During fire season, my father-in-law couldn’t 
travel outside a prescribed radius, needing instead to stay close to his 
work truck, ever ready, ever vigilant, should a fire break out. 

Because all it took was one spark. One match, one flame could set 
the hills ablaze. 

In many ways, this cultural moment is a kind of “fire season” with 
conditions just right for fire to break out. Technological advances 
(while in many ways a blessing) have also brought significant chal-
lenges and even dangers. Where we once had too little information, 
we now have too much. It’s impossible for one person to sort through 
all the data points, opinions, and facts, so we often end up relying on 
other people to interpret the information for us, telling us what we 
should and shouldn’t think. 

Add to this the fact that social media is designed to reward inter-
action. Ever wonder why clickbait is so popular or why you only see 
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certain posts in your time line? By prioritizing content that is likely 
to grab our attention, social media algorithms keep us active and 
engaged. Unfortunately, they also create information silos that stoke 
division and tribalism. 

But the challenge is greater than just identifying our biases or 
making sure we follow folks on both sides of an issue. Technology 
has also given us the ability to manipulate images and manufacture 
data so that it’s increasingly difficult to know if  what we’re reading is 
factual or not. We have moved far beyond the question of “How can 
I get knowledge or information?” and find ourselves asking “How can 
I know this knowledge or information is true?” One study reveals that 
answering this question might be harder than we’d think, as it found 
that false information spread six times faster than accurate informa-
tion.1 Forget the information age—we’re living in the disinformation 
age. 

All of this makes for a combustible environment, rife for dis-
agreement, conflict, and fragmentation. But fires don’t break out just 
because conditions are right. They must be lit, if  only by accident.2 So 
what was the spark that sets this tinder alight? What is the spark that 
has set our world on fire?

The Spark

The 2020 documentary The Social Dilemma traces the effects of 
the digital age on individuals and communities, highlighting how social 
media has led to a breakdown of trust and larger social instability. 

1 Peter Dizikes, “Study: On Twitter, False News Travels Faster than True 
Stories,” MIT News, March 8, 2018, http://news.mit.edu/2018/study-twitter- 
false-news-travels-faster-true-stories-0308.

2 While arson is suspected in several of the 2020 wildfires, the El Dorado 
fire was traced back to a gender reveal party in which an expectant couple had 
set off  fireworks to celebrate.
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In it, computer scientist and design ethicist Tristan Harris makes an 
important observation: technology itself  is not necessarily the threat.

“We’re all looking out for the moment when technology would 
overwhelm human strengths and intelligence,” Harris says. He goes on:

When is it going to . . . replace our jobs, be smarter 
than humans? But there’s this much earlier moment 
when technology exceeds and overwhelms human 
weaknesses. This point being crossed is at the root 
of addiction, polarization, radicalization, outrage-
ification, vanity-ification, the entire thing.  .  .  . It’s 
technology’s ability to bring out the worst in society 
and the worst in society brings the existential threat.3 

In other words, while technology may create the conditions, the 
spark that sets the world on fire is . . . us.

Although he probably doesn’t realize it, Harris is echoing what 
the apostle James knew in the first century. In James 3:14, he writes 
that “bitter envy and selfish ambition” fuel “disorder and every vile 
practice” (v. 16). In the next chapter he says it this way: “What is the 
source of  wars and fights among you? Don’t they come from your 
passions that wage war within you?” (4:1). Bitterness. Envy. Vile prac-
tices. Wars and fights among us. Sounds a lot like the present moment, 
doesn’t it? But just a few verses prior, James also says this: “How great 
a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, a 
world of  unrighteousness . . . setting on fire the entire course of  life” 
(3:5–6 esv). 

According to James, we are the ones who light the fires with our 
knee-jerk reactions and our constant need to be right. But James isn’t 
addressing simply what we say. He’s addressing the deeper realities 
of our heart, because what we say, write, and profess reveal what’s 
happening within us. We wage war on the outside because we have 

3 Jeff  Orlowski, dir. The Social Dilemma, Exposure Labs, 2020, https://
www.netflix.com/title/81254224 [emphasis added].
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passions waging war on the inside. “The source” of all the fighting, of 
all the fires, isn’t “out there” with some person or group we disagree 
with. It is “in here.” The spark is the sinful passions and desires within 
the human heart, both yours and mine. Our mouths simply give them 
voice. As Jesus put it in Luke 6:45, “[the] mouth speaks from the over-
flow of the heart.”

The danger isn’t simply that we struggle to know and say what’s 
true, but that too many of us don’t want the truth in the first place. The 
problem is that we’re interacting with other people from fleshly hearts 
that are full of “bitter envy and selfish ambition.” Technology has cre-
ated a combustible environment, sure. It has made it easier for us to 
be terrible to each other. And that is something to mourn and resist 
(many tech-experts will tell you that was done on purpose). But what 
James holds up in front of us is this: the desire to be terrible in these 
ways, regardless of environment, has always been smoldering within 
us. Our environment can only fan the flame of destruction because the 
flame is there in the first place.

Fire Safety and Heavenly Wisdom

While my father-in-law’s work demanded vigilance during fire 
season, he spent the rest of the year reducing the risk of fire through 
things like reforestation, prescribed burns, and teaching fire safety to 
the larger public. (When the moment called for it, he wasn’t above 
donning a Smokey the Bear costume to remind folks that “Only you 
can prevent forest fires!”)

The idea behind fire safety is simple: you can’t control the ele-
ments. You can’t control how much rain will come and how dry the 
forest will be. But you can control your behavior. You can choose to 
make wise choices about when and where you start fires and whether 
you’re careless with matches. You can conduct yourself  with wisdom 
instead of foolishness.

After warning us about how the tongue can set the world on fire, 
James asks this question: “Who among you is wise and understanding? 
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By his good conduct he should show that his works are done in the 
gentleness that comes from wisdom” (3:13, emphasis added). And with 
this, James sets up a contrast between those who pursue wisdom and 
those who indulge their sinful tendencies. “But if  you have bitter envy 
and selfish ambition in your heart,” he continues, “don’t boast and 
deny the truth. Such wisdom does not come down from above but is 
earthly, unspiritual, demonic” (3:14–15). Simply put, there are those 
who fight the fires and those who start them. There are those who seek 
heavenly wisdom and those who act out of earthly wisdom.

So what would this heavenly wisdom look like? How can we tell 
the difference between the wisdom that is from above and “wisdom” 
that is simply enabling, excusing, and encouraging our human weak-
nesses and fleshly desires?

First, heavenly wisdom is counterintuitive. Biblical wisdom has a 
way of confusing us at first because it challenges the assumptions that 
emerge from our sin nature. This is what Proverbs 14:12 means when 
it says that “There is a way that seems right to a person, but its end is 
the way to death.” Our instinct or gut feeling about how to respond 
to a situation or issue is not enough—neither is “feeling peace” or a 
“lack of peace.” Instead, we are pursuing the “renewing” of our minds 
(Rom. 12:2). We are inviting God’s Word and God’s Spirit to make 
us into the image of God’s Son, to conform our thoughts and words 
and deeds to his likeness. So, as we explore what wisdom looks like in 
these times, expect to be surprised. Welcome the experience of feeling 
challenged. Why? Because this is exactly what the Scripture tells us will 
happen when we’re being changed. 

Second, heavenly wisdom is knowable to all who seek it. Wisdom 
is not the exclusive property of a select few who have discovered a 
secret memo, a secret meaning, or a secret cabal. In fact, in James 1:5, 
the Scripture invites “any of  you” who lack wisdom to come to God, 
promising that he will give it to all truly seeking him. The challenge 
of wisdom is not that only a few can “know” what is true or real. The 
challenge is that wisdom requires hard things of us. It disrupts and 
confronts us, so many of us simply choose to look away from it. We 



WORLD ON FIRE

7

don’t want to look at “the source” of the wars being waged among us, 
namely, our own sinful passions and desires. We resist the invitation 
because doing so would also mean admitting that we are part of the 
problem. To face our inner arsonist and drag it into the light would 
take an enormous amount of both courage and humility. This is why 
James warns us that coming to God for wisdom will require singleness 
of heart. Anyone can come to God for wisdom; but only those humble 
enough to believe that God’s ways are better than our own will find it. 

Third, heavenly wisdom is countercultural. Those seeking the 
heavenly wisdom are seeking the “narrow way” that leads to life and 
flourishing—a narrow way that many other people won’t necessarily 
understand (Matt. 7:14). Even other Christians. Even their fellow citi-
zens. In fact, heavenly wisdom will likely disrupt the status quo because 
it seeks the kingdom of God rather than a kingdom on this earth. In 
this way, heavenly wisdom challenges both our personal assumptions 
and our cultural and social assumptions. So don’t be surprised if, in 
pursuing heavenly wisdom, you find yourself  swimming against the 
current in unexpected ways. Don’t be surprised when what you once 
thought to be common wisdom turns out not to be wisdom at all. 

Fourth, heavenly wisdom points to the gospel. Rather than rein-
forcing our sense of righteousness and self-reliance, heavenly wisdom 
challenges us while leading us to repentance and grace. After all, if  
Jesus is the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24), his ways, works, and words 
will align, teaching us how to live out the gospel in practical ways. 
Even more, lives based on heavenly wisdom will bolster our claims 
that Jesus himself  is the way, the truth, and the life. Living in foolish-
ness, on the other hand, will undermine our gospel witness because 
the disconnect between what we say and what we do will be glaringly 
obvious to anyone watching. Consider how Paul calls out the partial-
ity and segregation that was occurring in the church at Galatia—when 
certain Christians separated themselves from their brothers and sis-
ters. He says that “their conduct was not in step with the truth of 
the gospel” (Gal. 2:14 esv). The way they were mistreating those of 
a different background reflected earthly values and earthly wisdom. 
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Heavenly wisdom, on the other hand, calls believers to behavior that 
embodies Christ and his cross. 

And finally, heavenly wisdom seeks union and reconciliation. Listen 
again to the words of James: “But the wisdom that is from above is 
first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and 
good fruits, impartial and sincere. And a harvest of righteousness is 
sown in peace by those who make peace” (3:17–18 esv). The goal of 
heavenly wisdom is not simply to separate those who are right from 
those who are wrong. The goal of heavenly wisdom is to identify and 
heal the brokenness in our midst. The goal of heavenly wisdom is rec-
onciliation. And while it’s true that some may resist that reconciliation, 
those seeking heavenly wisdom will not. Those truly seeking to live like 
Christ understand that the goal of the gospel is reconciling us to God 
and each other. 

Facing a Choice

Sitting across the table from my friend that morning, I felt helpless. 
And if  I’m honest, I’ve felt that way many days since. The problems 
are too large, the divides too great. The cultural environment around 
us is dry kindle, rife with misinformation and manipulation. Any little 
spark will light it ablaze and engulf  the whole. 

But the truth is that we aren’t hopeless or helpless. We may not be 
able to change what’s happening around us, but we can change who we 
are in the midst of it. We can respond to the invitation to move toward 
heavenly wisdom, asking the Holy Spirit to make us people who learn 
to tame the fire. 

For Christians, cultivating this heavenly wisdom cannot be sep-
arated from Jesus of Nazareth who the Scripture declares to be the 
wisdom of God himself.4 For us, becoming wise ultimately means 

4 According to John 1, Jesus of Nazareth is not simply a wise prophet but 
the embodiment of wisdom itself. He is the Logos or thought of God. First 
Corinthians 1:24 also calls Christ the power and “wisdom of God.”
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becoming mature disciples of Jesus who learn to love God with our 
whole heart, mind, and strength and our neighbor as ourselves (Mark 
12:30). Or as Philippians 2:5 puts it, becoming wise means having “the 
mind” of Christ—learning to think and respond and act as he would. 

So through the next nine chapters, we’re going to explore heavenly 
wisdom as Jesus presents it in the Sermon on the Mount. Focusing 
specifically on the Beatitudes, we’ll see how Jesus leads his followers 
to embrace a way of living in the world that leads to life and peace 
and blessing. The chapters and topics will be as varied as the writ-
ers themselves, and hopefully we’ll all learn more because of multiple 
perspectives.

But one thing will be consistent, whether we’re thinking about 
what it means to be poor in spirit or how our good works give glory 
to the Father, instead of taking us out of the fire, the wisdom of Jesus 
teaches us how to tame it—starting with our own hearts first. Instead 
of changing our circumstances, this heavenly wisdom changes who we 
are within them. And above all else, this heavenly wisdom will point us 
back to the One who is the hope of the world. 

Application

Looking In

James tells us that the division and strife we experience externally 
begins internally, with “bitter envy and selfish ambition.” In order to 
pursue peace with others, we must honestly assess our own hearts and 
the role we play in the larger conflict. 

1. How have your relationships shifted over the last few years? In 
what ways have they gotten better and in what ways have they become 
strained? Do you view social media and the internet as contributing to 
the change? 



WORLD ON FIRE

10

2. How would you describe the larger social and political climate? 
Where are you seeing fragmentation and division? Before reading this 
chapter, who did you think was primarily responsible for this? 

3. Do you agree with Tristan Harris’s assessment that technology has 
“exceed[ed] and overwhelm[ed] human weaknesses”? Do you find your 
own emotions and responses harder to control in the present climate? 
Do you find yourself  either “walking on eggshells” or “flying off  the 
handle”?

4. Share a time when your responses or actions accelerated an already 
difficult situation. Looking back, what was happening inside you? 
Why did you respond the way you did and what would you change if  
you could do it over again?

Looking Up

Thankfully, James also tells us that God welcomes all who come 
to him for wisdom. According to James 1:5, he “gives to all gener-
ously and ungrudgingly” and does not belittle or condemn us in our 
weakness.

1. As you consider you own reactions and responses, where do you 
find yourself  “lacking wisdom”? When do you most feel your need for 
heavenly wisdom?

2. Read James 1:5–6. What do you think it means that those who come 
to God for wisdom must come “in faith without doubting”? How does 
being “double-minded” hinder our ability to receive wisdom from 
God (v. 8)?

3. We often think of Jesus in his role as the Redeemer or Savior of the 
world. How does it change your understanding of who he is to also 
think of him as “the wisdom of God”?
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4. The goal of the gospel is to reconcile us to God and each other. 
How does pursuing wisdom continue the work that Christ began at 
the cross?

Looking Out 

James also contrasts earthly wisdom and heavenly wisdom, show-
ing how they affect our relationships and communities. In the Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus does something similar with the phrase, “You 
have heard it said, but I say unto you.” With these words, he draws 
people’s attention to the fact that the wisdom of God surpasses and 
challenges “common wisdom.”

1. Name a commonly held belief  that runs counter to heavenly wisdom. 
In what ways does this “common wisdom” shape peoples’ choices and 
reactions? In what ways does it lead to fragmentation and division?

2. Our responses and actions either confirm or contradict the message 
of the gospel. Can you think of a person or situation in which the gos-
pel was undermined because of how someone responded to challenge? 
How might nonbelievers perceive the gospel if  Christians are driven 
by fleshly passions?

3. Think of someone in your community who embodies heavenly wis-
dom. Describe how this person acts and relates to others. How do their 
actions and choices stand in contrast to those around them? How do 
they bring peace to conflicts?

4. If  you lead a community of Christians, whether online or in person, 
how do you handle disagreements between members? In what ways do 
you see the group leaning into earthly wisdom instead of heavenly wis-
dom? Do members have the freedom and vulnerability to speak into 
one another’s conduct if  it is out of step with the gospel?
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Looking Ahead

Given our current environment, it’s hard to imagine how we can 
move forward together. But James promises that heavenly wisdom is 
“pure, then peace-loving, gentle, compliant, full of mercy and good 
fruits, unwavering, and without pretense. And the fruit of righteous-
ness is sown in peace by those who cultivate peace” (3:17–18). Heavenly 
wisdom promises a harvest of healing and restoration that will one 
day be fully realized when Jesus himself  reigns over all things.

1. Read Colossians 1:15–20. The apostle Paul writes that the goal of 
Christ’s death is “to reconcile everything to himself  .  .  . by making 
peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (v. 20). How does this 
change your understanding of the gospel and the return of Christ?

2. To what degree do you think God is calling Christians to embody 
heavenly wisdom in their communities right now? In what way might 
he be calling you to tame the fire and “cultivate peace”? How would 
this look forward to Christ’s coming rule? 

3. What role do you think confession and repentance play in our pur-
suit of heavenly wisdom? What would it look like to commit our pres-
ent challenges to prayer, praying “Thy kingdom come”? 

4. What do you hope to personally gain from this study? How do you 
hope to be equipped to recognize and pursue wisdom and live a life 
that testifies to the coming peace of Christ?

Prayer of Confession and Commitment

Father, I confess that I am often driven by earthly wisdom and react out 
of my sinful desires. I need you to teach me true wisdom. Please give me 
a heart wholly devoted and submitted to your ways. Make my life a wit-
ness to the wisdom and goodness of Jesus Christ. In his name, Amen. 




