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INTRODUCTION 
James is one of the shortest, yet most ‘dense’, books in the entire New Testament.  By 
dense, I mean that every verse is saturated with meaning for us.  Because it is brief, it 
takes less than 15 minutes to read from beginning to end.  However, to truly digest its 
content and begin to apply it, it will take a lifetime!  
 
Traditionally, the authorship of this epistle is attributed to James, the brother of Jesus.  It 
makes little mention of Jesus or the concept of salvation however, it’s focus is on growing 
mature disciples.  That is why I am calling this series: A “Tested” Faith.  In the same way 
that “consumer watchdog” groups test various products for their safety and efficiency, 
the focus of James’ letter is on demonstrating that a life of discipleship is not exempt from 
trials or testing, and that in fact, those experiences are intended to help us develop 
deeper, more mature faith. 
 
James 1:19-27 
19My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow 
to speak and slow to become angry, 20because human anger does not produce the 
righteousness that God desires.  21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is 
so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you. 
22Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.  23Anyone 
who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face 
in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he 
looks like.  25But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and 
continues in it - not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it - they will be blessed in 
what they do. 
26Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their 
tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless.  27Religion that God our 
Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their 
distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. 
 
PRAY 
 
Words are important. 
It is no mistake that the Bible is called “the Word of God”!  In the beginning…in the very 
first chapter of Genesis, no less than ten times, “God said…” and by God’s spoken word, 
the world was called into being!  In a similar way, John’s gospel commences: 1In the 
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beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  2He was 
in the beginning with God.  3All things came into being through him, and without him not 
one thing came into being.  What has come into being 4in him was life, and the life was 
the light of all people.  John 1:1-4 
 
Words are powerful.  Words create new realities.  God’s most eloquent self-expression is 
not creation, but the Incarnation - “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and 
we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  (John 
1:14) 
 
Jesus Christ is that “word made flesh”! 
We must not underestimate the power and significance of words! 
 
However, James says there is a pre-requisite to speaking: LISTENING.  Active listening is 
hard to do.  It means giving one’s undivided attention to another, without trying to 
formulate one’s reply, or assuming that the listener can anticipate what the speaker is 
going to say.  
 
Listening means setting aside my own ideas/thoughts/agenda and listening with the 
purpose of hearing and understanding where the speaker is coming from.  Listening does 
not imply agreement or disagreement.  It means focusing – attending – to understand the 
speaker.  Listening promotes righteousness or right relationships!  
 
Too often our emotions – in this case, anger-can prevent us from really listening. Instead 
of listening - which requires slowing down - we want to jump in with our “side”, our point 
of view, without really listening/hearing what the other has to say. 
 
The expression in V. 21 “get rid of” means literally “to strip” as in removing one’s clothing, 
however more to the point, it also means “to remove ear wax”, which can of course, 
hinder one’s ability to hear!   
 
James is emphasizing that righteousness or right relationships are most likely to occur 
when we are quick to listen, slow to speak, and subsequently, slow to become angry.  
Anger itself is neutral, it is an emotion.  What one does with one’s anger, can be judged 
either good or bad, healthy, or unhealthy.   
 
According to Paul in Ephesians 4:25-27 
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25Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to your neighbor, for 
we are all members of one body.  26“In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down 
while you are still angry, 27and do not give the devil a foothold. 
 
Paul and James would urge us to deal constructively with anger, in a timely way, not 
allowing it to fester.  Unexpressed or inappropriately expressed anger, could easily 
become a “foothold” for the evil one to take advantage of and exploit.  As such, it would 
not contribute toward “righteousness” or right relationships.  Taking time…being ‘slow to 
speak’, and ‘quick to listen’ can go a long way toward becoming ‘slow to become angry’. 
 
I found what I think is a very humorous quote in a commentary by William Barclay:   
“The tribute was once paid to a great linguist, that he could be silent in seven different 
languages.” (p.55-56, Letter of James) 
 
Would that we could follow this example and listen so eloquently in our own language!!  
I believe it would contribute greatly to mutual understanding, especially in this time when 
our own society is so polarized. 
 
Why does James put such an emphasis on listening and hearing the Word of God?  
Because, according to Paul in Romans 10:17: “Faith comes from what is heard, and what 
is heard comes through the word of Christ.” 
 
It is like the seed that is planted, in Jesus’ parables.  The seed of the word bears the fruit 
of faith in the lives of those who hear it. (1:21) But hearing alone, is not enough.  Hearing 
God’s Word…listening to it, is the starting place, the beginning.  Until and unless the word 
is truly taking root and grows within us, impacting how we live - we are like the person 
who looks in the mirror but forgets what they look like.  
 
James warns us against self-deception: 
22Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.  23Anyone 
who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face 
in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he 
looks like. (James 1:22-24) 
 
The purpose of a mirror is to reflect accurately whatever it “sees”.  It informs the looker 
but is powerless to change who or what it reflects.  Listening to God’s word is critically 
important.  It can inform our minds, without transforming our lives.  Listening alone does 
not lead to a changed life.  We can be students of God’s word. We can memorize it, 
meditate upon it, read it in the original languages, and be inspired by it.  BUT until and 
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unless we are changed by God’s word - transformed by God’s Spirit - we are deceiving 
ourselves.  
 
An essential message of James epistle is this: Hearing and listening to God’s word results 
in changed behavior.  Those who truly hear God’s word will live in obedience to it.  To 
truly hear and listen to God’s word means that we are changed by it.  James was centuries 
ahead of Nike - his slogan could well have been: “Just Do It!” 
 
James also issues a warning here.  Part of the purpose of testing consumer goods is to be 
certain that they are safe for use.  Sometimes items are labeled with warnings in order to 
protect consumers; these can be helpful. 
 
But some?  Well, here are a few of examples: On the box containing a baby stroller there 
is this warning: “Remove child before folding.”  On a cardboard sun shield, made for 
placing in a car windshield to protect it from the sun, is the following warning: “Do not 
drive with sunshield in place.”  On a brush designed for cleaning toilet bowls: “Not for oral 
use.”  These are ridiculous!  
 
We must not deceive ourselves, put pay close attention to how we behave: 
--what we do, what we say and how we say it 
--who we spend time with 
--how and where we spend/invest our finances - all of these things will be impacted and 
changed if we truly listen to the Word of God.  
 
James says that hearing alone is not enough. Obeying God’s word, living God’s word, 
acting in compliance with God’s word is the essence of “true religion” (v. 27).   
 
I don’t know about you, but I have a problem with the word “religion”.  For me, it suggests 
an institution, not a relationship with God; it brings to mind adherence to a set of doctrinal 
beliefs, not a changed life of service.   
 
In Greek, the word translated into English as “religion” can also mean “worship”.  Ah, now 
that makes more sense to me.  Whom or what do I worship?  That gets to the heart of 
“religion”!  James is emphasizing that true “worship” is a relationship with God that is 
expressed in (1) obedience to God’s word, and in (2) how we relate to “the least of these” 
in any society.   
 
In Jesus’ and James’ lifetimes, widows and orphans were the most at-risk group in that 
patriarchal society.  They lacked the protection of a male family member; they had no 
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rights, no standing in the community.  They were the most vulnerable persons.  Little has 
changed regarding many who today, are widows and orphans.  They remain at risk, often 
without a social safety net.  How we relate to the most vulnerable in our community - not 
only widows and orphans, but the mentally ill, and homeless - can be a measure of our 
spiritual maturity, according to James. 
 
Several years ago in our corporate discernment process, we understood that Calvary’s 
spiritual “charism” or gift, is “a legacy of worship and service”.  This perfectly reflects what 
James is saying here.  Worship is not separate from service. Service is an expression of 
our worship. 
 
It is important for us - as individuals and as a corporate body - to periodically take spiritual 
inventory.  How am I/are we allowing God’s word to transform me/us?  Am I/Are we 
obedient to what I/we know and understand of scripture?  How do we hold one another 
accountable for our spiritual growth?  This exercise is important for our spiritual health 
as individuals and as a corporate body, in part because we can easily deceive ourselves!   
 
In the story of Snow White, there is a wicked queen who repeatedly looks into a magic 
mirror, inquiring: “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of us all?” Early in the story 
the mirror replies with exactly what she wants to hear.  But later, because mirrors don’t 
lie, she hears the truth.  Her rival Snow White is fairer! Refusing to accept the truth, the 
wicked queen walks away angry.  This is a cautionary tale.  
21 
James would remind us that God’s word is truth: Like a mirror, God’s word will reflect 
who we truly are, and who we can become, if we listen to it and allow God’s word and 
Spirit to transform us.  
 
May we be those who truly listen - not only hearing God’s word and receiving God’s word 
but obeying and being transformed by God’s word.  In so doing, we shall be blessed, as 
will others.  Let’s “just DO IT!” 
 
PRAY   


