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Part 6 – Like Father, Like Child  
 
James 1:26-27  
James’ reference to “God our Father” (vs. 27) serves to remind 
us that he is writing to Christians. He is not prescribing actions 
which will make us God’s children. Rather he is describing the 
priorities of those to whom God has made himself Father. We 
are to be imitators of God in those ways that we, his redeemed 
human creatures, are meant to. Certainly there are many ways 
in which we are not to seek to be like God. In Genesis 3, for 

instance, Adam and Eve tried to be like God in ways that humans were never intended. But there are ways 
that we most certainly are to imitate our Heavenly Father. Paul exhorts us to “be imitators of God, therefore, 
as dearly loved Children” (Ephesians 5:1). Or, as Jesus put it, “Be perfect as your Father in heaven is 
perfect” (Matthew 5:48). The three exhortations in the final two verses of James 1 can be described as 
ways in which God’s people are to imitate their Heavenly Father. 
 
Don’t lose your religion… 

 The word group that includes “religious” and “religion” () refers to the rituals or 

external expressions of worship and devotion. There was no negative connotation attached to those 
words. James critiques, not the religious practices of Christianity, but any attempt to practice Christianity 
while ignoring such necessary constituent parts as godly speech, care for the vulnerable, and personal 
holiness. In other words, the prescribed rituals of Christian worship must also be accompanied by godly 
speech, care for the vulnerable and personal holiness lest those rituals be emptied of their moral 
significance.  

 As we know all too well, both from Holy Scripture and the experience and observations of life, it is possible 
to be “religious” – by which is meant here the faithful observances of worship, and the performance of 
what are regarded as religious duties – without living in consistency with the moral principles that lie 
behind and beneath those very rituals. This, of course, was repeatedly the problem in the history of Israel: 
an outward show of loyalty to Yahweh rendered meaningless by indifference to Yahweh’s 
commandments, among others, those commandments that required God’s people to care for their 
neighbors and keep pure from idolatry and sexual immorality.  

 
1. Let us imitate our Father in our manner of speech.  
Vs. 26 

 We will never speak as God. None of us are prophets or apostles. Our own words will never carry the 
weight of God’s power and holiness. However, our manner of speech can be in faithful imitation of our 
Father’s. We can imitate our Father’s manner of speech by studying the words of the Lord Jesus. Our 
speech should be truthful, timely, clear, helpful, encouraging, corrective and even rebuking when 
required. In general our manner of speech ought to work for the good of our loved ones and neighbors. 
In sharp contrasts to this is the unbridled tongue, or the one whose manner of speech is sinful and self-
indulgent. 

“The perfect word which the Father spoke to bring us to new birth (1:18b) finds its counterpart 
(3:1-12) in the Christian’s determination to bring the tongue into subjection. The Father’s word 
was his potent instrument for our good and, in our natures (3:2-5), the tongue is a master-key for 
either blessing or bane…The tongue and the heart are linked so that the tongue is an accurate 
index of what we are at the core of our persons.”1 

 The unbridled tongue is such a serious issue that James uses it as an example of the kind of behavior 
that nullifies the conscientious performance of the rituals and observances of the Christian faith. Unbridled 
means uncontrolled. A bridle, along with a bit, is the means by which a rider controls a horse. The Bible’s 
wisdom literature lays great stress on the importance of speech and James is typical of wisdom literature 
in this way. There are some 60 verses in the book of Proverbs that refer to our speech! Indeed, as we 
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will see, James has a good deal more to say about speech as his letter continues. This is in large part 
because our speech is so often an index of our character; our godliness or lack thereof.  

 Let us not allow our manner of speech to undermine the truth of God. There are times when the occasion 
calls for gentle speech and a soft answer. Indeed, gentleness is a godly virtue, a requirement of elders, 
and a characteristic of the fruit of the Spirit. But that does not mean that all speech must be soft. If that is 
the case, then Jesus failed (and of course he did not). For example, our manner of speech should not 
communicate that great sins which do great damage to God’s image-bearers are small matters. But 
neither should our manner of speech communicate that we value venting anger more than we value 
blessing or persuading our neighbor.  

 
2. Let us imitate our Father in our care for the vulnerable.  
Vs. 27a, b 

 Among the ways that God reveals himself in Scripture is One who cares for the vulnerable, the outcast, 
and the suffering. God is “Father of the fatherless and protector of widows” (Psalm 68:5). In this verse 
James is not referring to good works in general. Rather he names a specific kind of compassion which 
conforms to the concern shown by our Heavenly Father. It is a concern which seeks to shoulder the pain 
and needs of the most vulnerable within our sphere. In doing so we imitate our Father. Of course caring 
for the vulnerable is not the only thing Christians are called to do nor is it even the central mission of the 
church. But caring for the vulnerable is a necessary part of the life of God’s people in this world to the 
extent that if we turn our backs on the vulnerable we render our worship meaningless. 

 The concern we are called to have for the most vulnerable is linked to the LORD’s concern to redeem his 
people from slavery (Deuteronomy 10:17ff; 24:17ff; Psalm 10:14; 146:9). In this way, the Old Testament 
texts revealing the compassion of the LORD for the widow and orphan point us forward to the “Calvary-
love of Jesus as the model for the caring Christian.”2 

 
3. Let us imitate our Father in our holiness.  
Vs. 27c 

 Just like in every other way, our Heavenly Father is holy in a way that we cannot conceive of. Our holiness 
cannot approximate his for he is infinitely holy without the slightest taint of sin. God is holy in his very 
essence, his very being. Our holiness, on the other hand, is a declared or imputed holiness. That is, we 
are not holy in our being. Rather, by virtue of Jesus’ own merits through his death on our behalf we are 
“counted righteous.” That is, God imputes to us the holiness of Christ even though we remain fallen and 
sinful. However, that is not the full extent of what God does for us. He also goes about the work of 
sanctifying us, progressively making us more holy in actuality. Nevertheless, God is and always will be 
holy in a qualitatively unique way.  

 In addition to care for the vulnerable, pure and undefiled religion is also demonstrated by a genuine desire 
and effort to live a holy life. 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). James calls us away from the corrupting influence of the world; an influence which is often 
manifested in how we think. James uses “world” in the same way as the Apostle Paul. That is, the world 
in this sense is all that stands in opposition to God. The world is that source of temptation and corruption 
from which God’s people must guard themselves.  

 James is not providing a complete definition of true religion, as though Christians have no need to pray, 
gather with God’s people for worship, tithe, receive baptism, participate in the Lord’s Supper, hold to 
sound doctrine, or make disciples. The point James is driving at is that our practice of the outward duties 
and rituals of Christianity must include a bridled tongue, care for the vulnerable, and personal holiness or 
our religion is in vain. 

 As we consider the ultimate examples of both holiness and compassion our minds must go directly to the 
cross of Jesus where the purest fire of divine holiness was joined to the most tender of all mercies. It was 
on the cross where God gave the fullest expression to his holiness and compassion in all of his eternal 
perfection. What God, in his holiness demanded, he supplied out of the eternal reservoir of his 
compassion for those lost and ruined by sin. Throughout our earthly struggle to practice a pure and 
undefiled religion may we never forget that what justifies us before God is not our goodness but his grace. 
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