
 

Session 3: The Word Works (1:19-27)

1. QUICK TO LISTEN (1:19-20)

• QUICK TO LISTEN (akouo) = ready, prepared to listen.  
The object of the listening here is primarily the Word of 
God, but can be applied generally to relationships.

• SLOW TO SPEAK refers to withholding speech until we 
and the other person with whom we are communicating are 
ready.  It cautions against speaking before we understand or 
before another person is able to receive our word.  It 
encourages waiting for the right time to speak and truly be 
heard.  Ecclesiastes 3:7 puts it, “There is…a time to be 
silent and a time to speak.”

• SLOW TO BECOME ANGRY is a surprise here, but it accents how undisciplined speech (above) is 
often driven by unrighteous (petty, self-centered, competitive, unkind) anger.  How often have we 
wished we would have counted to ten before saying the anger-driven word?  Anger is not a sin in 
itself, but its sources and its outcomes can be sinful.  Ephesians 4:4 says, “In your anger do not 
sin” (Ps. 4:4).

• James highlights here the flawed outcomes of anger-driven speech and action.  Anger does not 
match up with “the righteous life that God desires.”

2. RECEIVING THE WORD (1:21)

• Christians are to “get rid of” that which hinders them from truly listening to and receiving the word, 
specifically:

o MORAL FILTH (ruparian) = dirt, filthiness of body.  Interestingly, the root of this word, 
rupos, can refer to wax in the ear that impairs hearing.

o EVIL (kakos) or the opposite of “good”

These are deterrents to receiving the Word.



• HUMBLY (prautes) identifies a fruit of the Spirit, sometimes translated “gentleness,” here referring 
to a teachable spirit in control of all that would hinder the Word from doing its work.  To be taught 
we must be humble.

• THE WORD PLANTED (euphutos) picks up Jesus’ image of the sower sowing seed (Matthew 
13:1-8).  The Word is internalized, a Word that by its very nature does something – most 
significantly, it saves us!

3. PUTTING THE WORD TO WORK (1:22-25)

• Listening to and doing the Word are two distinct activities.  Jesus says this in Luke 11:28, “Blessed 
are those who hear the Word of God and obey it.”

• James likens the Christian listening to the Word without acting on it to someone who looks in a 
mirror (in the ancient world, polished metal), sees a dirty face and bad hair but does nothing about it.  
Perhaps it was too quick a glance or perhaps there was a distraction.  Either way, no action follows 
what is seen.  The analogy is strong in showing how the Bible reads us, that is, how God’s Word is 
meant to show us our sin, change us, and motivate us to act.

• James calls God’s Word, THE LAW (torah),” a word that would have appeal to Jewish Christians.

o He calls it THE PERFECT (teleios) law, meaning it is God’s law, not to be bettered 
or countered, a law that serves God’s purposes for our lives.

o He also calls it the perfect law that GIVES FREEDOM (eleutheros), freedom from 
harmful passions and desires and freedom for goodness, fulfilling God’s purposes, 
and action in service to others.

4. BROADENING OUR DEFINITION OF WORSHIP (1:26-27)

• The word translated in these verses as “religion” or “religious” actually refers to worship rites or 
ceremonies that accompany religions.

• A TIGHT REIN (as a bridle on a horse, to control or restrain) on his tongue.

• He DECEIVES HIMSELF (literally, his heart (kardian) and his religious ceremonies are 
WORTHLESS (mataios = empty, futile, or vain)

• PURE (kithara = cleansed, spotless) and FAULTLESS (amiantos = unstained)”

• Visiting widows and orphans in their DISTRESS (thlipsis = pressure) and not being POLLUTED 
(aspilos) by the world is true worship.

NEXT WEEK: JAMES 2:1-13


