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Part 5 – The Fully Present Christian  
 
James 1:19-27  
Once again we see how James moves quickly from one 
subject to another. In this one section James addresses such 
issues as listening well, speaking with restraint, sinful anger, 
“rampant wickedness,” the righteousness of God, the 
sufficiency of Scripture, hearing and doing God’s Word, the 
liberating law of God, governing our speech, serving the most 
vulnerable, and pursuing holiness. All in eight verses! 
However, a pattern can be detected. In the previous section 

James anchored our hope in the life to come with the promise of “the crown of life” (vs. 12). Now he reminds 
us of our Christian duty in this present life. In looking to and longing for eternal life in God’s presence we 
must not fail to be fully present Christians here and now.  
 
1. Govern your behavior toward others.  
Vv. 19-21  

• Whether the first clause of verse 19 belongs to the previous section or the present one, we are reminded 
that James is writing to “brothers” (and sisters). That is, however hard his words are, they are intended 
not to discourage but to correct and build up. It also reminds us that once we become Christians and 
have received the free justification of God through faith in Jesus we still need to be challenged to put 
away our sin. Ever the practical one, James addresses several ways to govern our behavior toward 
others. 

 
A) Listen first. 

• Here “slow to speak” – a common piece of Jewish wisdom – reminds us of statements in the book of 
Proverbs. For example, “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his 
tongue” (17:28). In the previous verse, the writer of Proverbs links hasty speech with anger, just as James 
does: “A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered” 
(17:27). In other words, an angry person rarely controls his speech as he should. How often do we regret 
words we speak in the heat of the moment? It must also be pointed out that given the emphasis that 
James places on the Word of God, our disposition toward listening begins with attentiveness to the 
Scriptures. As is pointed out in the previous section, it is by the Word that the Spirit brings us to life in 
Christ (vs. 18). And it is that very attentiveness to the Word which must continue to characterize our lives.  

 
B) Think before you speak. 

• This goes hand-in-glove with the previous admonition. Our words are far more likely to be wise, helpful, 
and free of anger if we take time to listen first. “The great talker is rarely a great listener, and never is the 
ear more firmly closed than when anger takes over.”1 

 
C) Control your anger. 

• In Prov. 15:18 we read: “A hot-tempered man stirs up strife, but he who is slow to anger quiets contention.” 
And in 16:32: “Whoever is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit than he who 
takes a city.”  

• We know from elsewhere in Scripture that there is a place for righteous anger. Indeed, God is angry over 
sin. God’s words spoken through the prophets were at times spiked with righteous anger. In one example 
from Jesus’ life, he directed his righteous anger toward those who desecrated the temple (Matthew 21:12-
13). Of course, God’s anger is only ever holy and wholly appropriate. How different we are! Those who 
indulge their anger also provoke others to unrighteous responses, whether anger or hatred or fear. Angry 
Christians also fail to adorn the truth of God’s word with the loveliness of a godly life and so fail to 
contribute as they should to the salvation of others. 

 

 
1 Alec Motyer, The Message of James (Downers Grove: IVP, 1985) p. 65 
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D) Replace sinful corruption with God’s Word.  

• Vs. 21 – To say that the word of God has been “implanted” recalls the Lord’s parable of the sower and 
the soils, the seed of the word, in that parable, being planted in the human heart. James makes regular 
use of the Lord’s teaching. The point of the figure of speech is to indicate that the word, as also in the 
Lord’s parable, is intended to bear fruit, in this case a godly character. The ground has been prepared by 
the Spirit in the new birth (vs. 18) precisely so that it might bear the fruit of a godly, Christ-like life. But for 
that to happen we must receive the Word of God. To receive the Word is to do more than simply to hear 
it. It is not enough to read or hear the Bible, one must attend to what it says! Angry people seldom carefully 
listen and attend to what anyone says, even God in his Word! 

• The Scriptures use the terms save and salvation to refer variously to the work of Jesus Christ in justifying 
sinners, the ongoing work of sanctification, and the coming final redemption at the end of the age. Here 
“save your souls” could refer to the experience of salvation in this present life, but I think it is more likely 
that the phrase refers to the consummation of salvation when all of God’s people are raised up glorified.  

 
2. Hear and do the Word of God.  
Vv. 22-25 

• Vs. 22 – There is to be a firm connection between hearing the word and doing the word. Of courses this 
means that we must first hear the word. And the necessity of hearing the word has direct implications for 
the mission and ministry of the church. How can we do the word unless we hear and know the word? No 
wonder then that the chief ministry of Jesus and the Apostles was preaching and teaching. The first 
church (the very church of which James was the recognized leader) is described as being “devoted to 
the Apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42).  

• Vv. 23-24 – James’ analogy may not be immediately obvious not least because he does not complete 
the comparison. So what is the point of comparison? How or in what way is the one who only hears but 
does not do the word like a man who looks at his face in the mirror but forgets what he looks like? 

• The key to understanding James’ illustration is found in noticing how the behavior of the man in the mirror 
in vv. 23-24 is contrasted with that of the one in v. 25. The first one “observes, goes away, and forgets,” 
the second one “looks into, perseveres, and acts.” The difference is found in what comes after the 
“looking.” In regard to the man looking in the mirror we read that “he goes away.” But the man who looks 
carefully into the word of God, takes care to translate what he has read into his daily behavior.2 

• Vs. 25 – We should not think of “the law” here as a reference simply to the Ten Commandments and the 
many other commandments that flow from them. James is writing as a Jew steeped in the ancient Hebrew 
Scriptures. Torah, the Hebrew word usually translated “law,” means “teaching,” and includes the entire 
Bible. It includes rules for living, of course, but also the entire revelation of God, theology and ethics 
together. In this case, it is the equivalent of “the implanted word” in verse 21, “word” in verses 22 and 23 
and, “word of truth” in verse 18, the word that brought us forth to new life. 

 
3. Never separate public righteousness from private holiness.  
Vv. 26-27 

• It is a constant risk to mistake a part for the whole. Here James offers us a view of “whole religion,” that 
is, a Christianity which embraces both private and public piety. Don’t suppose that James is providing 
here a complete definition of true religion, as if all one had to do was to visit the needy and keep oneself 
from the temptations of the world; as if one needn’t pray or worship God, needn’t receive baptism or 
participate in the Lord’s Supper. The point is simply that real faith, hope, and love are demonstrated in 
practical concern for others, a point the Bible makes repeatedly. Indeed, the care of widows and orphans 
is a prominent theme in the OT.  

• James adds that real faith is also demonstrated by a genuine desire and effort to live a holy life, again a 
point very often made in the Bible. As Jesus put it, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” 
(John 14:15). One of Paul’s exhortations to his younger assistant, Timothy, was “keep yourself pure” (1 
Tim. 5:22). “The law of God is the law of liberty because it safeguards, expresses and enables the life of 
true freedom into which Christ has brought us. This is the blessing of which James speaks, the blessing 
of a full life, a true humanity.”3 

 
2 Douglas Moo, The Letter of James (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) p. 93 
3 Motyer, p. 71 


