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True Religion Consists in Being “Doers of the Word” (1:19-27)
This second half of the first chapter generalises the theme of the epistle, although the context
of trial and testing is always in the background: just as in the specific context of trials and
sufferings the response of true religion is not murmur or despair, but joy on the basis of
knowledge that comes from God’s revelation; so in general the actions and reactions of true
religion are conditioned not by human emotion or personal whim, but by the word of God.

True religion, in other words, consists in being first a hearer, but more importantly a doer, of
God’s word. James deals with the first aspect in verses 19-21, and with the second in verses 22-
25. The last two verses mention some practical examples of true religion in action, which will be
picked up and expanded on in subsequent chapters.

Step One: Receiving God’s Word

Building on the context of trials, and the persecution faced by his readers in the early church, in
light of all that has been said, James reminds us of the need to “hear” and receive God’s word.
God’s purpose in trials is to perfect His children, and He teaches us through the trials we face.
We are taught the virtues of faith, love, patience, joy, and so on: we ought to be “swift to hear”
this teaching.

On the other hand, we should be “slow to speak, slow to wrath” ‒ that is, slow to murmur and
complain, slow to interpret our situation on our own terms, slow to react with anger when we
suffer. These things will not help us to learn; in fact, they will work contrary to God’s good
purpose. God’s design is to perfect us in righteousness, but the “wrath of man” works against
this righteousness, and leads us away from it.

Resolve: “Lay Apart…”

How then are we to receive God’s word and teaching? This requires a commitment on our part.
We must resolve to lay aside all “filthiness” (moral defilement) and “superfluity of naughtiness”
(abundance of wickedness) ‒ this is not a reference to especially bad people, who must put
away the worst of their excesses, but a description of each one of us in our natural state! If we
are truly to profit from the word of God, we must come as newborn babes in Christ, with a pure
and sincere desire (cf. 1 Pet. 2:1-2) ‒ this commitment to being pure from sin goes hand-in-
hand with receiving God’s word, which is the instrument of our sanctification and growth.

Do you have this prior commitment, that when convicted by God’s word, you will put away
your sin? As the abundance of your wickedness is revealed by the torch of scripture, will you lay
aside all the filthiness that is brought to light ‒ or will you try to hide it, justify it, cling to it?
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Reception: “With Meekness”

This commitment implies the manner in which we are to receive God’s word: we receive it
“with meekness.” The great enemy of a teachable spirit is pride, which leads us to resist rebuke
or instruction. This is easily seen in children, who rush to do something without waiting to be
taught how to do it; this tendency is all too often found in adults as well.

We do not like to be taught or corrected, because we do not like to admit that we are ignorant
or wrong; this pride must be subdued, if we are to be taught of God. “The full soul loatheth a
honeycomb; but to the hungry soul every bitter thing is sweet” (Prov. 27:7) ‒ those full of their
own pretended glory will despise the sweet truths of God; but those who humbly hunger after
righteousness will find even bitter rebuke and correction to be sweet.

Reality: “The Engrafted Word”

The particular description given here warrants our attention. In the context again of trials,
God’s word is described as “the engrafted word.” The word “engrafted” means “implanted,”
and evokes the image of a seed being planted in the ground. The idea seems to be that just as a
farmer ploughs the ground to make it ready before planting the seed, so the trials of life
prepare us to receive God’s word as something vibrant and real ‒ His word is “implanted” in us,
as it were, through trials; through our experience as we apply God’s word to our lives, and
discover for ourselves His wisdom and goodness.

This was the psalmist’s experience, for example, in Psa. 119:65-72. “Before I was afflicted I
went astray,” he says, and goes on to affirm, “It is good for me that I have been afflicted; that I
might learn thy statutes.” These are precious experiences, through which God’s word becomes
doctrine for life, teaching to be cherished and held dear. The lessons that are “implanted” in us
in this way, will not soon be lost!

Result: “…to Save your Souls”

The end result is something most wonderful. This “engrafted word,” implanted in us and made
real to us, guiding us in our lives, is able to save our souls. Salvation is viewed here as a whole
process, from justification to sanctification to glorification: as we seek to live out God’s word,
we are sanctified and progressively conformed to the image of Christ. If we will only put away
our pride, and receive this teaching meekly ‒ it will lead to the ultimate salvation of our souls!
How foolish we are to hinder our own progress along this path, by proudly and stubbornly
refusing to be taught!
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Step Two: Doing God’s Word

But, as James is quick to point out, hearing alone is not enough. There are two parts to the
exhortation here: firstly, the deception of the one who only hears; secondly, the blessing of the
one who also does.

Deception

The deception involved here is a self-deception (“deceiving your own selves”). This is a great
danger, and a frightening thought. One can be taught faithfully all the truth, and know it well,
and yet be deceived, if that truth has no real impact! That which could bring life instead lies
dormant, distantly acknowledged but never applied ‒ like a sick man surrounded by medicine,
who yet fails to take any of it.

The particular illustration that James uses here is that of a man who looks into a mirror (“a
glass”), and sees his face, with all its marks and blemishes; but does nothing to correct any of
his flaws, and goes away forgetting entirely what he has seen. So God’s word is like a mirror, in
which we see both God’s perfection and our imperfection; it is used by the Spirit to rebuke, to
convict, to instruct and guide our change and our progress in sanctification ‒ but one who only
hears, and does not act on what he hears, deprives himself of all this benefit.

Blessing

God’s word is not a collection of meaningless platitudes, or vaguely moral aphorisms; it is not a
book of stuffy traditions, or old-fashioned rituals; it is not a mere historical record, or outdated
artefact. It is “the perfect law of liberty.” It is perfect, as coming from the One who alone is
absolutely perfect; it is a law, that is meant to govern and direct our lives; but it is the law of
liberty, which we are now free to obey, since now in Christ we have the freedom to live in the
best possible way, according to the will of our Creator.

Those, then, who do not simply go away and forget what they have heard of God’s word, but
study it, and continue in the study of it, will find a great blessing. They will be blessed in their
deed: blessed in their doing of God’s word (cf. Psa. 1:1-3).

Conclusion

The first chapter closes with an application to the main theme. Here is a test that can be
applied to each one of us, a test for those who “seem to be religious” (those who make a
profession of religion). Such a profession is usually accompanied by “proof,” and this usually
revolves around the formal observance of religious duties (cf. Luke 18:12). These are not at all
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wrong in themselves: but they are not the true heart of religion. All these things can be done
externally, with a heart still selfish and worldly, unchanged and untransformed.

This can be demonstrated by observing the tongue (the speech). James focuses on the tongue
as the best barometer of the heart, since it is the part of the external self closest to the heart,
and most immediately connected with it (this will be expanded on in chapter 3). If a man shows
no evidence of being able or willing to control his speech, but indulges in carnal and lewd
speech, angry outbursts, frivolous or malicious gossip, proud and arrogant boasting ‒ “this
man’s religion is vain.” His profession is contradicted by his unrepentant and unrestrained
tongue.

In the final verse James gives us three principles by which “pure religion and undefiled” can be
distinguished and proved.

Before God, Not Man

Firstly, pure religion is practised not before man, as a show, but humbly and sincerely before
God. Whatever is done externally must be a genuine expression of the heart, for God sees not
as man sees: man observes only what is external, but God looks on the heart. Beware of a man-
pleasing religion, that is lived as a performance to win approval from others! As the apostle
Paul said, “if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10).

Mercy, Not Sacrifice

Secondly, pure religion is more than just “sacrifice,” or ritual and ceremony. It is selfless, not
selfish, and does not neglect others. So the Pharisees were condemned, for though they were
full of ritual and sacrifice, they had no mercy (cf. Matt. 9:13, 12:7).

Heavenly, Not Worldly

Finally, pure religion is “unspotted” (unsullied, unstained) by worldliness. We are in, but not of
the world; separated, not isolated. We recognise that the world and its lusts are opposed to
God (cf. 1 John 2:15-16). So one demonstration of pure religion is lies in our response to the
allure of the world: if our religion is not really a conviction of the heart, we will not care to keep
ourselves from the carnal attractions of the world.
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