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One of my second semester classes as a junior in college was Greek 202.
· I minored in biblical languages so, I took several semesters of Greek at Asbury.
· But if my memory serves me correctly, near the end of that spring semester as junior, we had an exam on Greek verbs.
· Now, I knew needed to study, but the exam just so happened to be scheduled during one of those glorious weeks in April. You know the kind I’m talking about:
· The soft green glow of Spring was inching toward the ridges of the Appalachian foothills, the days were getting longer, the dogwoods were blooming, and fish were biting in the pond at Shaker Village.
· So, instead of grabbing my books and heading for the library, I grabbed my fishing rod and took off for the lake convincing myself that I was prepared for the exam.
· I had been to all the lectures, turned in all my assignments — I was even tutoring first year students.

I told myself I was prepared. But you know what, the grade did not lie!
While I didn’t fail that exam, my test score revealed that I had deceived myself about my level of preparedness.
· And the problem wasn’t with the course design, classroom, textbook, professor, or classmates — the problem was that I deceived myself. 
· I told myself that everything would be fine, when deep down I knew I wasn’t ready.
· I knew it was unwise to go fishing instead in of studying, but I deceived myself into thinking I was prepared when I wasn’t.

PAUSE
Today, we’re going to continue our study of the book of James, and church, the primary aim of the apostle in this letter is to remind his readers that there are no substitutes for obedience to God. 
· Along with Jesus and the other apostles, James stresses that those who truly hear the gospel and profess faith will obey the Lord, expressing their faith in the way they live.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John R. W. Stott and John R. W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7): Christian Counter-Culture, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 209.] 


PAUSE
It’s no secret that James wrote to Christians who were living through difficult circumstances.
They were being rejected and ridiculed because of their faith in Christ.
· But the threats weren’t all external—there were also threats within.
· There was anger, ungodly speech, partiality, covetousness, and worldly behavior happening right there between the pews.
· James wrote to Christians who thought they had a lot of faith and wisdom, but what they really had were a lot of words.

So, in this letter, James wants to make sure that we aren’t deceived about our faith.
· And to help us have an honest walk with God, James points us to the Word of God because God’s Word is truth, and if we are rightly related to God’s Word, then it’s hard to be dishonest with ourselves.

PAUSE
In our text today, James states that we have two responsibilities toward God’s Word and if we fulfill these responsibilities, we will have an honest walk with God.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 346.] 

· So, let’s wade through the text and we’ll tease these out these responsibilities as we go.

We’ll pick up at verse 19…
James 1:19-21 NLT Understand this, my dear brothers and sisters: You must all be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to get angry. 20 Human anger does not produce the righteousness God desires. 21 So get rid of all the filth and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the word God has planted in your hearts, for it has the power to save your souls.

If we want to have an honest walk with God…
I. Our first responsibility is to receive the Word of God.

At first glance, verse 19 seems like nothing more than relational advice — similar to what we find in Proverbs.
Proverbs 10:19 NLT Too much talk leads to sin. Be sensible and keep your mouth shut.
Proverbs 13:3 NLT Those who control their tongue will have a long life; opening your mouth can ruin everything.
Proverbs 17:27-28 NLT A truly wise person uses few words; a person with understanding is even-tempered. 28 Even fools are thought wise when they keep silent; with their mouths shut, they seem intelligent.

There’s no doubt these admonitions could revolutionize our world.
· I mean, church, how much of the turmoil in marriages, families, nations, and even churches could be improved by listening more and talking less. 
· As one author noted, the fact that God gave us two ears and only one mouth means that we ought to listen twice as much as we talk![footnoteRef:3] [3:  J. Michael Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 1997), 60.] 

· This is practical wisdom.

However, it seems that James had something else in mind when he pinned these words.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition, 60.] 

And if we take a moment to consider the context, we can easily pick up what he’s laying down.
· In the preceding verses, James is talking about the word of God. He said it’s the seed in the womb issuing in birth.
· God, the eternal, triune, all-sufficient Creator, has chosen to give us birth into a new kind of life — and His Word (the good news about Jesus Christ) is the means by which this life is made possible.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition, 56.] 

· In our text today James is talking about the word … the implanted word (21) … the word (22) … the word (23) … the perfect law, the law of liberty (25) which is just another reference to Scripture.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  J. A. Motyer, The Message of James: The Tests of Faith, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1985), 63.] 

· And then in the verses that follow our text today, there’s no doubt what word it is that James wants us to hear and heed—it’s the word of Scripture.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Motyer, The Message of James: The Tests of Faith, 62–63.] 

· This whole section is devoted to the topic of God’s Word, and in particular, the appropriate Christian response to God’s word.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Douglas Moo, “James,” in Evangelical Commentary on the Bible, vol. 3, Baker Reference Library (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1995), 1155.] 


So, in context, the object of the commands “be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to get angry” is the Word of God.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: Eerdmans; Apollos, 2000), 82.] 

· We are to be quick, eager to listen to the Word of God.
· It is the Word that brings to us the deepest truth about God and ourselves and everything else so, we must make sure that we hear the Word.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Alexander Ross, The Epistles of James and John, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1954), 37–38.] 

· The appeal to be slow to speak means we must be willing to sit and listen and not argue with God’s Word. 
· And for most of us, I imagine that our immediate reaction is, “Oh, I would never argue with God’s Word.”
· Maybe not audibly, but how often do we do argue with God’s truth in our hearts and minds? 
· The Word convicts or challenges us about a part of our life that is not above reproach and we’re quick to “say” things like…
· “Well, I don’t think this applies to me, things have changed (it’s 2026 and we’re at the apex of human history), God wants me to be happy, I’ve got this under control, look at all the good things I’m doing. 
· Church, we must listen to God’s Word instead of airing our own ideas and opinions about right and wrong.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Leadership Ministries Worldwide, Hebrews-James, The Preacher’s Outline & Sermon Bible (Chattanooga, TN: Leadership Ministries Worldwide, 1996), 237.] 

· And the challenge to be slow to become angry is a warning against getting angry at God’s Word and becoming defensive against it because it tells us the truth about our sinfulness.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 347.] 

· And we need to hear this admonition because not only do we live in a culture that has attempted to redefine right and wrong, but we also live in a culture that has convinced us that it’s our right to be angry at the truth.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition, 61.] 

· “I can think and do whatever I want and how dare you tell me that any of it is unacceptable.”
· Anger prohibits the righteous lives God calls us to live, because in anger, we’re no longer led by God and His Word, instead we are ruled by passion, fear, and circumstances.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition, 61.] 


PAUSE
Like Jesus (Luke 8:11), James uses a seed metaphor to describe the word of truth and the human heart. 
· And when the word of truth is “implanted” in us, it will produce fruit.
· However, for the Word of God to work in our lives, the soil of our hearts must be prepared, and James tells us of two ways to prepare our hearts to receive the truth.

a. First, we must get rid of all moral filth.
By a show of hands, how many of you have a garden this year?
· Can you imagine planting a garden without making any preparations?
· No plowing, tilling, weeding, raking, fertilizing…
· Tomato plants? Ham sandwich without tomato. 

Friends, James tells us to “pull up the weeds” and prepare our hearts for the “implanted Word of God.”
· And we do this by putting aside all filthiness.
· The picture here is that of taking off dirty clothes.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 237.] 

· And James isn’t talking about clothes that just need a shot of Oxi-Clean—he’s picturing “filthy” clothes too far gone to be salvaged.
· Clothes you wore…

Church, the Greek is really strong here. 
· The word that reminds us just how offensive and detestable sin really is.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Moo, The Letter of James, 86.] 

· These are not attitudes and actions to be negotiated with and gradually eased out, but dangerous forces that must be entirely removed.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Osborne, “James,” 40.] 

· And the word translated as “evil” was also used to refer to wax in the ear. 
· A person with wax in the ear cannot hear the Word of God clearly. 
· So, they must remove the wax or else they will be deaf to the Word of God.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 237.] 


QUESTION: What weeds (filthiness) do we need to pull today? Not tomorrow — today!

Then the other preparation…
James tells us to humbly accept the Word.
Your translation may say, “receive with meekness.”
The idea here is that we must listen with an open heart ready to hear and heed what God says.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 238.] 

· When we receive the Word with meekness, we don’t argue with it, try to twist it to conform it to our thinking and desires. We honor it as the authoritative Word of God.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 347.] 

· One author wrote, “We must not quarrel or quibble with God as we receive his message. We must receive the spiritual medicine which our divine physician prescribes for us.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Thomas D. Lea, Hebrews, James, vol. 10, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 265.] 


QUESTION: Are we humbly accepting the Word or are we defensive, resistant and insistent upon our own ways?
· Church, if we do not humbly receive the implanted Word, then we are deceiving ourselves.

PAUSE

If we want to have an honest walk with God, our first responsibility is to receive the Word of God. 
· Christians who have truly been ‘born again’ will demonstrate that the word has transformed them by their humble acceptance of that word as their authority and guide for life.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Douglas J. Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 16, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 85.] 


Let’s move on and consider the second responsibility. Look at…
James 1:22-27 NLT But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says. Otherwise, you are only fooling yourselves. 23 For if you listen to the word and don’t obey, it is like glancing at your face in a mirror. 24 You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you look like. 25 But if you look carefully into the perfect law that sets you free, and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard, then God will bless you for doing it. 26 If you claim to be religious but don’t control your tongue, you are fooling yourself, and your religion is worthless. 27 Pure and genuine religion in the sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows in their distress and refusing to let the world corrupt you.

If we want to have an honest walk with God…
II. Our second responsibility is to practice the Word of God.

James compels us to “accept” the implanted word, but he doesn’t leave it at that. He goes on to specify what it means to “accept” the word.
· And essentially, he argues that to accept the word means to do it.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Moo, The Letter of James, 88.] 


PAUSE
One of the noteworthy characteristics of this letter is the apostle’s dependence on the teaching of Jesus. In fact, our text today flows straight from the SotM.
· In particular, the parable of the wise and foolish builders.
· But as Jesus announced the arrival of the kingdom, He proclaimed the overwhelming, amazing wonder of God’s sovereign grace reaching down to reclaim sinful people for himself.
· But no one emphasized as strongly as Jesus the need for people touched by God’s grace to respond with a radical, world-renouncing obedience. 
· The word, through which we are born into new life (v. 18) and which becomes implanted in us (v. 21), is a word that must be put into practice.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Moo, The Letter of James, 89.] 


PAUSE
So, echoing the teaching of Jesus, the apostle James says we all have a choice to make — we can either deceive ourselves (22) or bless ourselves (25).[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Motyer, The Message of James: The Tests of Faith, 69–70.] 


a. And we deceive ourselves when we hear the Word of God but do not obey.
To be “deceived” is to be blinded to the reality of our true spiritual condition.
· And my guess is that we picture the person James is describing here (someone who hears without obeying) as this vile and wicked person. 
· But remember, James’ warning is for those within the church.
· He didn’t write this letter to unbelievers. He wrote to those who were familiar with the things of God.
· They had the You Version app on their phones, the simply southern t-shirts that said, “Love God, sweet tea, bacon, and the SEC”, they went to church, and maybe even served on committees.
· But James’ fear is that they were the deceived ones!
· They were the ones who glanced into God’s Word and maybe even found morsels of truths, but then they went about their lives without applying what they found in the Word.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Lea, Hebrews, James, 266.] 


PAUSE
There was a book published years ago titled unChristian. 
The book is about this extensive, nationwide study conducted by the Barna Group in which the authors wanted to compare the lives of Christians with non-Christians.

The survey was anonymous and there’s nothing like anonymity to bring out honesty. But according to the study, Barna found that Christians are just as likely as non-Christians to:
· Curse and use foul language.
· Visit pornographic websites.
· Drink alcohol and get drunk.
· Do illegal drugs or take prescription medicines not prescribed to them.
· Be willing to lie to get out of a difficult situation.
· Seek revenge or retaliation.
· To live together before marriage despite biblical teachings that emphasize abstinence and marriage.
· And even though many professing Christians claim to believe being a part of the body of Christ is a vital, biblically commanded act to worship together, receive instruction, and strengthen faith, in practice, many Christians barely attend church more than non-Christians.

This isn’t a perception of Christians by outsiders. This is all self-reported.

Church, we need to wake up! It’s not enough to hear the Word of God; we must be doers of the Word.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 238.] 

As one author put it, “Hearing the word is absolutely essential; but if hearing does not lead to doing, if study does not result in obedience, if attendance at worship service does not lead to a righteous life—then the Word of God has been mistreated and we are deceiving ourselves about the reality of our relationship to God.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Moo, “James,” 1155.] 


PAUSE
Church, I know this is a tough question, but could it be possible that there some of us in this room today who fit James’ description?
· We’re familiar with the things of God and we own a nice study Bible, and maybe we’ve even marked it up, but if we were being honest, we would admit that we’ve never really let the Bible mark us up!

Friends, when we hear the message without doing — we are deceiving ourselves.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Lea, Hebrews, James, 266.] 


But James isn’t all doom and gloom, he says…
b. We bless ourselves when we hear the Word of God and obey.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Moo, “James,” 1155.] 


James uses a mirror metaphor to describe doers of the Word.
· First, obedient people look closely at the Word.
· The same verb describes the apostle John staring into Jesus’ empty tomb (John 20:5). He didn’t glance and say, “Oh well, looks like Jesus is gone.” No, he investigated — he looked closely.
· We bless ourselves when we gaze into the Word carefully and with serious intent.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 348.] 

· Second, obedient people do what God’s message instructs them to do.
· We apply ourselves to the Word so that we may be able to apply the Word to our lives.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Kurt A. Richardson, James, vol. 36, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1997), 97.] 

· We bless ourselves when we put God’s Word into practice and follow through with commitment.
· Third, obedient people do not forget what they see. 
· This describes someone who doesn’t let the Scriptures fade from memory. Someone who doesn’t let a moment of conviction pass.
· I think we tend to smile at the “extremes” of people back in the days of the great revivals. On June 22, 1739, John Wesley wrote about a preaching service in his journal in which people respond the HS’s conviction: “One before me dropped as dead, and presently a second, and a third. Five others sunk down in half an hour, most of whom were in agony of the soul.”[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 347.] 

· The HS convicted them of their sin, and they didn’t let the moment pass.
· Church, we could use that kind of conviction today!
· When Isaiah looked into the mirror of God’s Word, he cried out, “Woe is me! for I am undone!” (Isa. 6:5)
· Peter cried, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Luke 5:8) 
· Job was the most righteous man on earth in his day, yet he confessed, “I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6).[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 347.] 


Church, we bless ourselves when investigate the Word intently, do not forget what we see, and do what it says.
And James breaks it down even further.
· If we think that we are religious, that is, acceptable to God, and yet we don’t control our tongues (we lash out at others, gossip, criticize, and curse[footnoteRef:35]) we are deceiving ourselves! No matter what we think or profess, our religion is empty.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 239.]  [36:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 239.] 

· If we think that we are religious, that is, acceptable to God, and yet our faith doesn’t translate to action for the poor and needy, we are deceiving ourselves! 
· In the OT, “orphans and widows” are a stock description of the helpless in the world. God himself is “a father to the fatherless, a defender of widows” (Ps. 68:5) and his people are to show the same concern (cf. Isa. 1:10–17).
· Finally, if we think that we are religious, that is, acceptable to God, and yet we look, sound, and act just like the world around us, we are deceiving ourselves!
· James is careful not to give the impression that faith in God consists simply in social action.
· Christians who have turned to Christ as Savior and Lord must constantly be guarded against the world’s contaminating influence.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Moo, The Letter of James, 97.] 


And James reminds us that this is way to true life. 
· He calls the Word of God the perfect law of liberty.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  LMW, Hebrews-James,  238.] 

· In our culture today, we tend to think of law and liberty as antagonists.

But if we go back to Mount Sinai, we’re reminded that God gave commands for the good of His people.
· In Exodus 20, God is speaking to those whom he had brought out of bondage: not to those whom he was bringing into bondage, but to those who were for the first time enjoying liberty. 
· And He gave his perfect law not as a means of salvation, but as a lifestyle for those who had been already saved in order to safeguard the freedom he had secured for them. 

PAUSE
Church, we are truly free when we live the life appropriate to those who are created in the image of God. 
The Word of God is the law of liberty because it safeguards, expresses and enables the life of true freedom into which Christ has brought us.
· This is the blessing of which James speaks (25), the blessing of a full life. And obedience is the key factor in our enjoyment of it.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Motyer, The Message of James: The Tests of Faith, 71.] 


PAUSE
It’s one thing to be deceived about a college exam—it’s something else to be deceived about our relationship with God.
· May we be people who not only receive the Word, but also, people who practice the Word and find the full life God wants to bring us into.
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