
 
RETWEETING JESUS: THE BOOK OF JAMES 
June 29: James 1:19-27:  Religious and Deceived 
Intro: James jumps right into it. He doesn’t spend any time saying hello to special friends or giving thanks for 
the readers’ faith. He jumps right into the teaching about trials and testing. And he jumps right into the problem 
of supposed faith without attending behavior. 
 So here we have it as plain as James can say it. His own emotions are running high. He is addressing what he 
sees as a glaring flaw in the faith in Christ which he counts as more precious than life. 
I. Behavior that faith gets rid of: get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent (James 1:21) 
 A. Human anger 
  1. Anger makes listening more difficult. Quick to listen,  
  2. Anger quickens the speech. Slow to speak.  
  3. He returns to this matter of the tongue later. It is a great concern to him, the things we say in anger to 
one another. A tongue that is unregulated, unbridled, is a sure sign of worthless religion. 
  4. Slow to become angry 
 B. Moral filth—personal holiness. This is probably the stuff you are thinking of right now.  
 C. Evil so prevalent in our culture—social ills. The society tells us certain things are right and wrong. But we 
are not bound to a social moral code but to the word of God. 
  1. Humbly accept the world planted in you. The word is not something outside of us. It is planted in us.  
  2. The word can save you 
 D. Self-deception through listening, not doing 
 ***The mirror—I must be photo-shopping myself in the mirror. When I see a picture of me, I can’t believe 
what I look like. This is forgetting what was revealed to you 
II. Behavior that faith takes hold of: Do what it says (v22b) 
 A. Look into, peer into, the perfect law of liberty. 
  1. The perfect law is written on the heart, the law of Christ. 
  2. This law gives liberty. The law itself is not confining but liberating. Here the law and freedom go hand 
in hand. 
  3. The believer receives this law freely, without coercion, because it is the perfect law of Christ written on 
the heart.  
  4. The believer continues in this law. He lives the law of liberty has a lifestyle. He does not forget the law 
or his own condition. He remembers it and practices it. 
  5. Another beatitude—they will be blessed in what they do. 
 B. Keep a tight rein on the tongue. 
  1. This is a big part of Christian behavior. 
  2. The appearance of religion is a dangerous thing. If you find it creeping over you, please identify it and 
slay it. We are not doing our worship for appearances. Any time we do so, we have voided all positive benefit 
from our practice of faith. 
III. Behavior that Authenticates Religion: Religion that God our Father accepts (James 1:27) 
 A. Some religion is “worthless,” “devoid of force, truth, success, or result.” What makes a religion worthless, 
according to Pastor James, is its inability to restrain the tongue. James is a pastor in a very religious 
environment. He is writing to Jews who live in religious cultures. God our Father does accept some religion. It 
is that religion which looks after widows and orphans.  
 B. “Orphans and widows” means those who are truly needy. True religion cares for the “least of these.” 
James is offering a critique of religion in general and Christianity in particular. If Christianity does not care for 
the orphans and widows it is a worthless religion. 
 C. James is addressing a problem that he has observed in his own church or in the church at large. Some 
devout people who are “good Christians” are neglecting the needy. Maybe this happens today—devout people 
who believe the fundamentals of our faith are neglecting orphans and widows. If so, their religion is worthless.  
 Maybe such worthless Christianity is not anywhere near us. 
 Or maybe it is.  



 D. Okay. I am uncomfortable. Like Martin Luther, I am about to throw this “epistle of straw” from James 
into the trash can. After all, we are not justified by works but by faith in Christ. 
  1. Surely this is hyperbole. If someone believes in Christ, they have eternal life. That religion is priceless 
even if it doesn’t care for orphans and widows, right? A religion that can give you eternal life is the most 
valuable thing in the world REGARDLESS of how it makes you treat orphans and widows. 
  2. What about a religion that helped you achieve personal success? That religion would be very valuable, 
would it not, even if it did not change your behavior toward orphans and widows?  
 E. A “pure and faultless” religion is the key. This would be a religion that is pure in its intent and practice, 
that is not warped by a flaw in its belief system or practical application. Such a religion would “look after 
orphans and widows in their distress.” 
 Theoretically, you could get your religion right in your head and heart but have it wrong in your hands and 
feet. You could be intellectually correct and spiritually sincere, but still have a faulty religion because you did 
not work it out properly in the world. Our doctrine of grace would seem to indicate this. We are saved, not by 
works of righteousness which we have done, but according to God’s grace, through faith in Christ. Our 
salvation is apart from our religious practice in our minds. 
 F. James is insisting that loving concern for those in need is FUNDAMENTAL, not incidental, that any 
religion which does not look after the orphan and widow is flawed at its heart—and worthless to the worshiper. 
This would be true whether or not it helps that person to achieve material success in this life. And such a 
religion, flawed to the core, could never save a person’s soul.  
 James is not saying that a religion can be good and right while still being unconcerned about the orphan and 
widow. He is saying the opposite of that. So if your personal religious faith and practice has not produced an 
actual practice of caring for those around you, then your religion is worthless. That is what James is saying. 
 G. Ninety-eight percent of the world is religious. Yet the human race is a mess. Religion is not eradicating 
the scourge of anger that afflicts humans everywhere. It’s no wonder, given it omnipresence, that some people 
blame religion for the ills that afflict us. 
 The word “religion” is used four times in the NT, twice here, once in Acts 26:5, “strictest sect of our 
religion,” and Col. 2:18, “worship of angels.” This word especially focuses on the external practices of religion, 
the disciplines and routines. The word “religious” is used only here in the NT, verse 26. Its root is the word “to 
trouble, to frighten,” as in “fear of the gods” in Greek culture. 
 This week very religious people will try to kill orphans and widows in order to make a political statement. 
This religion, my friends, is worthless. This week children will starve to death while scouring for food next to 
well-appointed religious structures with well-fed clerics inside. This religion is worthless. This week religious 
people will go about their lives self-absorbed, feeling that health and wealth are their spiritual credentials, 
ignoring the needy. Their religion is not Christian, and it is worthless. 
 H. Many religious people are self-deceived just as James points out here. I could be one of them. I need to 
examine myself in light of this teaching. You could be one of them. You could be sitting in this building feeling 
good about yourself and holding on to a strictly worthless religion that God does not accept. 
 James is not talking to people outside of the church but to people who call themselves by the name of Christ. 
That is why he repeatedly addresses them as “brothers,” using the fraternal term adelphos, translated here to 
include sisters. 
 I. A person is “polluted by the world” when their value system shows favoritism to the rich over the poor, 
when their religion is about getting ahead instead of lifting the fallen. We cannot adopt the value system of the 
world, judging people by their material success, and claim to be Christian in doing so. We will not escape this 
teaching, and we do not want to escape it. We want to internalize it, work it into the DNA of our faith and 
practice, and live it out. 
 J. The behavior that James is insisting we adopt is strictly modeled after the lifestyle, values, and practices of 
the Lord Jesus. This is the brightness of his presence among us, his freedom from the world’s way of valuing 
humans and his love for those who are hurting, whom society has discarded. This attitude and practice, so 
essential to Jesus, is fundamental to our faith. We cannot call ourselves authentic followers of Jesus until the 
needy have achieved a prominence in our minds and hearts that makes them of great importance to us in the 
theory and practice of our faith. 



CONCLUSION: At this point we all want to ask “Who?” “Who is my neighbor?” We are all pinned to the wall 
by our selfishness, our failure to do what we say we believe. James has done what his brother, Jesus, did. He has 
set the bar high in order that we mind find in God alone the answer to our need. Only in complete surrender to 
God will we ever know a peace about our neighbor and the vast need around us. Only as we allow God to shift 
our hearts from the focus on self to the focus on others will the picture of Christ’s love ever become clear in our 
minds, our hearts, and our hands. 


