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Doing What the Word Says 

James 1:16-27 
 

 Today is the First Sunday in Lent. The Lenten season began this past week with Ash 

Wednesday. 

Throughout the history of the Church, from the early centuries, Christians have prepared to 

celebrate Easter by observing this season that came to be known as “Lent.” It’s a period of 40 

days interspersed with six Sundays leading up to Easter. The Sundays are all “little Easters,” so 

they’re not included in calculating the 40 days. These 40 days correspond with Jesus’ 40 days of 

fasting and prayer in the wilderness, and culminate with Holy Week. So Lent is a time of self-

examination, repentance, penitence, prayer and fasting—hence the custom of “giving up” (or 

fasting) something for Lent. 

As you’ve heard me say before, up until just recently Baptists in general have given little 

attention to the Christian calendar throughout our history (except for Christmas and Easter). This 

is especially true of Lent. But over the past several decades, a growing number of Baptists have 

begun to find great meaning in observing the rhythm of the Christian Year, especially the 

seasons of Advent and Lent. Just as Advent prepares us to celebrate Christ’s coming and to look 

for His promised return, Lent prepares us to remember His sacrificial death and to celebrate the 

victory of His resurrection! 

Following Jesus is a year-round journey, not something confined to six weeks in late winter 

and early spring. It’s a daily commitment that requires spiritual discipline on an ongoing basis. 

But Lent reminds us that Jesus calls us to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Him 

through suffering and death to resurrection. 

As Christians, we are called to be faithful disciples of Jesus. A personal relationship with 

Him as our living Lord is absolutely essential. If we are faithful disciples, our consuming passion 

will be to know Him—not just to know about Him, but to know Him (Philippians 3:7-11)! We’ll 

want to follow Him, learn from Him, and seek to be like Him in His character and way of life. 

And we’ll come to understand that we can’t do that in our own power. We’ll realize that this can 

only happen in our lives as we yield ourselves to Christ completely, so that He might live His life 

out through us as His Spirit dwells in us (John 14:15-21; 15:5; Galatians 2:20). 

But our discipleship is not solely a matter between us and Jesus. While it is true that it’s a 

personal relationship between the individual person and Christ, Scripture makes it clear that it 
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takes place in the context of a family of faith. We are together brothers and sisters in Christ, the 

people of God, the body of Christ, the church Jesus is building. We must live out the Christian 

life corporately as well as personally—thus the importance of worshiping together, studying 

together, praying together, listening to God together, serving in Christ’s kingdom work together, 

and being on mission with Christ together. 

So beginning today and for the next four Sundays during Lent, we’re going to be looking 

together at some passages from the book of James that will help us take a spiritual inventory of 

our lives to see those areas we may need to address and submit to the Lord Jesus. 
 

A different kind of book 

There is no other book in the New Testament quite like James. Straight to the point, James 

never beats around the bush about what he’s saying. One of my teachers, Malcolm Tolbert, even 

suggested that the book of James might be better read than studied, in the sense that we should 

simply take it at face value and apply it to our lives. It serves as a powerful challenge to a so-

called faith that never endures trials, that has low or no ethical standards, and that doesn’t 

produce good works. In a very real sense, James is a call to ethical and active faith. 

It seems to be a tract in the form of an epistle. It’s not a personal letter, but letters and 

epistles started with the same kind of greeting James used. Often when a tract was circulated in 

the first century, it would be put into the form of an epistle or letter. 

What’s most important, though, is that it’s a work in the vein of wisdom literature like Job, 

Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament and a host of other works outside the Bible. 

Jesus often used wisdom in His teaching (e.g., elements of the Sermon on the Mount), and many 

things we find in James resonate with the wisdom in the Old Testament and in Jesus’ teachings. 

In fact, you can hear echoes of His teaching, especially the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), 

throughout James. 

 And that makes sense, because according to tradition, the author of this little book was likely 

the James known as the Lord’s brother, who became the leader of the church in Jerusalem. He 

probably wrote it around AD 60. 

 We’re looking this morning at James 1:16-27. Listen to what he wrote . . . Read text . . . 
 

A hearing problem 

Years ago I heard a story about a preacher, a medical doctor, and a lawyer who were good 

friends and hunting buddies. One day they went deer hunting and came upon this beautiful 

meadow surrounded by woods on all sides. They decided to set up their portable tree stands on 

three sides of the meadow. If a buck came out, one of them would be sure to get a shot at it. 

Since they’d be shooting down, there’d be no danger of hitting each other. 

They waited and waited, and finally a buck strolled out into the open. All three had an angle 

on him, so they all raised their rifles and took aim. At exactly the same split second, all three 

pulled the trigger and the buck fell. 

They came down out of their tree stands and saw that there was only one fatal wound, so they 

began to try to figure out who had hit the deer. He was big, and had huge antlers, so all three 
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were eager to try to claim him. The discussion was getting a little heated when a wildlife officer 

who knew them walked up. “What’s the trouble?” 

The lawyer said, “Well, we all shot at this buck at exactly the same split second, but only one 

of us hit him. We’re trying to figure out which one got him.” The wildlife officer said, “Well, 

maybe I can help.” 

He examined the buck carefully, lifting his head by the antlers, looking closely at the wound. 

He laid the head back down, brushed off his hands and said, “The preacher got him.” 

“The preacher?” the doctor responded.  

The lawyer asked, “How in the world can you be so sure it was the preacher?” 

“Easy,” the wildlife officer said. “The bullet went in one ear and right out of the other!” 

It seems that James thought this might be happening with some of the Christians he was 

writing to as they listened to the preaching and teaching of God’s word. 
 

The word of truth 

 In 1:16, James warns his hearers (his letter would have been read aloud to the congregation) 

not to be deceived when it comes to what God gives. In verses 13-15, he has told them that God 

can neither be tempted nor tempt anyone. He is not the author of temptation! 

 Rather, what God does give is every good and perfect gift (1:17).1 Whereas temptation 

manipulates evil desire to lead to sin, and sin leads to death, God the Father gives good gifts and 

through His word of truth He brings His children into being as a kind of firstfruits of all he 

created (1:14-15, 17-18). 

 James’ mention of the word of truth leads him to his next thought. Since human anger does 

not produce the righteousness that God desires, every believer should be quick to listen, slow 

to speak and slow to become angry (1:19-20). So he tells his hearers: Therefore, 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 (1:21). 

 But merely listening to that word is not enough according to James. Just to listen is to 

deceive ourselves. He paints a picture of the one who listens to the word but doesn’t do what it 

says. That person, James says, is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after 

looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like (1:23-24). He 

doesn’t wipe off the dirt or arrange his hair or clothes that are out of place. 

 Now some people seem to like mirrors, but others often don’t like what they see when they 

look in one.  

I remember a Garfield comic strip many years ago where Garfield the cat walks up to a 

mirror, looks at himself and says: “Oh no! A wrinkle! Oh no! A gray hair! OH NO! A wrinkled 

gray hair!!!” 

Some people just ignore what they see, others try to tidy up, or even change their appearance. 

James says that those who hear the word but don’t do what it says forget what it’s saying to 

them—in one ear and out the other! 

But the one who does what the word says actually does three things. That person looks 
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intently into the perfect law that gives freedom. He or she continues to look into it regularly, 

and to pay attention to it. And by doing so, they don’t forget what they’ve heard, but they do it. 

They put it into practice, just as Jesus said about the wise builder in the Sermon on the Mount 

(Matthew 7:24). And everyone who does will be blessed! 

Then James gives a very practical example of what he’s talking about as he describes real 

religion. He says that those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein 

on their tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless (1:26). They’re not being 

quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry (1:19). 

I once read a story (I can’t remember where) about a goat that wanted to be a lion. So he 

observed lions to see how they acted, and even learned to growl and roar like a lion. One day, he 

was convinced that he had become a lion, and decided to go join up with a pride. Needless to 

say, they gladly welcomed him—as their dinner! 

That’s the kind of self-deceit James is talking about here. 

Instead of this, though, the religion that God accepts is a matter of caring for those in need 

(the orphans and widows were the truly needy of James’ day) and keeping oneself from being 

polluted by the world—living a genuinely righteous and upright lifestyle (1: 27). 
 

And so . . . 

So what can we learn from what James says here that will help us in our walk with Christ? 

It’s really all pretty straightforward, isn’t it? James urged his readers to do what God’s word 

says, because God’s word demands a response of obedient action. 

James reminds us that it’s more valuable and helpful to listen to God’s word than to speak 

hastily or grow angry quickly. Saying something is not always an improvement on silence! 

Verbosity and quick anger will prevent us from hearing God’s word to us in an effective way—

whether it comes to us through the Scriptures, a sermon, a lesson, or another believer. Like seed 

sown among thorns, these things will choke the word so that it becomes unfruitful in us. This is 

true about anger in general, and especially about our becoming angry about what God is saying 

to us. A tongue running wild, especially in bitterness or anger, will quickly drown out the sound 

of God’s word in our hearts. 

So James also emphasizes to us that when God speaks to us, the appropriate response is to 

put it into practice. It’s not enough simply to hear; we must do something about what we hear. 

We must avoid the danger of activist Christianity, which never really takes time to hear. But 

when we do hear, we must act! When we continually pay attention to God and act on what He 

says to us, we will indeed be blessed. 

And here’s the result. When we’re attentive listeners who diligently put into practice what we 

hear from God, our lives will be characterized by caring concern and genuine holiness. Paying 

attention to God’s word to us will have an impact on our relationships with others and on how 

we live our lives as Jesus’ disciples day by day. 
 

 So there it is, plain and simple. Will you listen and obey? Will you put what you hear into 

practice? 
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Or did the preacher get you?  

MEG 

 

 
1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version ® (2011 edition). 


