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5] INTRODUCTION

Our actions correspond to our beliefs. We do things that we believe to be right. Therefore, it
may lead to an unexpected result if we go the wrong way. A man from New York booked a
cruise trip for Australia. He would board a ship there and visit some exotic places. He very
much looked forward to a dream vacation. The next step was to look for a flight ticket to get
there. He found a deal of a lifetime. He thought he was flying to Sydney. He was surprised to
see an area covered in snow when the plane was about to land. He realized what went wrong.
He arrived in Sidney, Montana, a town that only has several thousand people, not Sydney,
Australia. What a silly mistake he had made! Wrong information will result in wrong
outcomes. Christians believe that the Bible is true because it comes from the God of truth.
The book contains all the knowledge we need to live a godly life. The question for Christians
is: are our actions consistent with our beliefs? In other words, does our conduct reflect our
faith? That is a recurring theme James emphasizes in this book. He focuses on words in our
passage today. He tells us that the words we say and receive will affect the works we do.

72 EXPLANATION
1. EH5HE Be Receptive and Heed (v. 19-21)

First, James encourages us to be good listeners. We should be receptive and take heed when
others talk. How does that relate to the previous context about temptation? Enticement comes
from the signals we receive. Two major sources are the things we see and hear. James
focuses on the latter origin. Last week, we mentioned about the temptations Eve and Jesus
faced. Satan tried to persuade both of them by telling lies. Eve fell but Jesus stood strong.
The things we hear will gradually shape our values. Then we will act accordingly. That is
why we need to listen with wisdom. In verse 19, the author reminds us that we should “be
quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.” How often do we do the reverse? We quit
hearing, cannot wait to speak and get mad quickly. We all know the saying that God gives us
two ears and one mouth because He wants us to hear more and speak less. By quick to hear,
it means we must be eager to listen and focus when others talk. Communication is effective
when the listener gets the right message the speaker wants to convey. I learn some good
lessons on listening after making a ton of mistakes. Recently, someone commented that I
have a good memory. I can recall some background information of newcomers. My memory
is actually quite bad. Therefore, I must pay full attention when people introduce themselves.
Later on I will also jot down key information on the newcomer forms they filled out. Once in
a while, I will review those forms. That is how I remember people’s names, their jobs,
hometowns, their kids’ names and even their pets’ name. However, if [ am thinking about
something else or distracted by somebody, then more than likely I will not capture much
information. I teach my sons to listen with their eyes. Making eye-contact will help them stay
focused. We cannot wait to interrupt and respond if our only goal is to share our personal



opinions. Perhaps we want to show that we know something about the topic. Worse still, we
want to prove that we are right and the other party is wrong. When one or both sides do not
keep emotion in-check, it will lead to anger. Uncontrollable anger is a precursor for conflicts
and even sins. The outcome can be destructive. That is why James says in verse 20 that “the
anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God.” Anger will not lead to a mutually-
edifying result. On the contrary, it will easily escalate the tension. People will raise their
voices, argue and harbor resentment when they cannot come to an agreement. Remember the
first murder case in the human history? In Genesis 4, Cain killed his own brother Abel
because God found favor in Abel’s offering but not his. Jealousy thus turned into hatred, and
henceforth it ended in a bloodshed. Negative feelings led to a tragic result. Everything goes
back to our hearts. Therefore, James urges us to clear up the junk inside. He tells us in verse
21: Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the
implanted word, which is able to save your souls. We need to ask God to do a deep-clean in
our hearts, so as to free up space to store His Word. Only the truth can change us. Then we
will speak things that edify others and glorify God. We need to examine our intent before we
talk. Do we love to brag about ourselves? Does our tone express grace and kindness? Is the
content based on facts and not speculations? The listeners have to check their intent too. Do
we accept the information as it is or do we try to guess between the lines? Are we interested
in passing gossips or do we truly care about the people in question? Do we only welcome
flattery but get mad at friendly criticism? May the Lord help us to be thoughtful talkers and
faithful listeners.

2. B4.CM[EfE Be Responsive with Deeds (v. 22-25)

James says we need to be receptive and heed truthful words. Of all the voices we hear, God’s
Word is the ultimate truth. James underscores the importance of our reactions to God’s truth.
We must be responsive to the truth with godly deeds. Verse 22 is a well-known reminder in
the book: we should be both hearers and doers of God’s Word. The Bible is not some ancient
literature to study. It is God’s timeless instructions for our life. James uses looking at a mirror
as an analogy. A mirror tells us how we look. You will make corrections if your hair is messy
or your clothes are not tidy. You may forget the problem if you do not address it right away.
Similarly, the Bible reveals something we overlook and even sins we tolerate. For example,
God tells us that we should not only care about our own business, but we should be mindful
of the needs of others too. Or perhaps we are used to lying before we became Christians. But
now, honesty should be our hallmark as God’s children. On the positive side, God’s Word
tells us the good habits we should build up. For instance, we should read the Scriptures daily
and attend church regularly. How can we receive the blessings from God’s Word? James tells
us three things in verse 25: But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and
perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.
Step 1: we need to READ God’s Word. James tells us to look into it. It means to inspect
carefully. Say you are searching for your keys. You will check where you have been
thoroughly — car, kitchen, bedroom, etc. until you find them. Similarly, when we read the
Bible, we should pay attention to the lessons God wants to teach us. You can focus on one
verse, one word or one theme as you read. Ask God to help you apply one truth on that day.



Step 2: we must REPEAT the same process. James encourages us to persevere. We call that
self-discipline in today’s term. It may take a few weeks or even months to form a good habit.
For example, if you get up at the same time every day, you will do so naturally without an
alarm clock. Likewise, we must put Bible-reading at a high priority and make it a daily
routine. I suggest you to do it soon after you get up. Otherwise, making breakfast, getting
ready for school or work and checking social media and email will distract you. Step 3: we
should RETAIN what we have read. What matters is not how much we read, but how much
we retain after reading. Chew on one lesson the rest of the day. Convert your thoughts into a
prayer. You can write down some key words on a sticky note and put it in your car or leave it
by your desk. I highly recommend you to use a paper Bible. You can highlight verses and
words that are helpful to you. You can jot down notes on the margins. Some people like to
record their reflections in a notebook and review them later. James tells us that we will REAP
the benefits from God’s Word if we follow those three steps. The Bible will not only inform
us something about God. It will also transform our lives to be more like Him. Psalm 1:3
describes those blessings: He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in
its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. A tree will continue to
thrive and bear fruits when its roots are deeply secured into the ground near a water source.
Similarly, people who set God’s Word as their foundation will be blessed. In order to achieve
that, we must apply God’s truth after reading the Bible, at home and in the church. We ask
ourselves what are some take-home lessons we can practice. It can be a change of mentality
to adopt God’s values, or it can be a change in our activities to do things that will please God.
After all, Jesus does not train us to be scholars. He calls us as followers to imitate after Him.

3. B BRBl Be Reactive to Needs (v. 26-27)

We should be receptive and take heed when listening. We should also be responsive to God’s
Word with deeds. Thirdly, James reminds us to be reactive to others’ needs. We will skip
verse 26 about controlling our speech. The author has detailed instructions on that topic in
chapter 3. We will focus on verse 27 about caring for orphans and widows. They were some
of the most helpless people at that time. Families without a husband and a father would be in
great financial stress. They must rely on others’ mercy because there was no social benefit or
charity to depend on. Otherwise, orphans and widows had to beg for life or even sell
themselves as slaves. James says acts of kindness is a pure and undefiled religion before
God. The word “religion” means the fear and worship of a deity. The emphasis is on
religious rituals. The point is that our belief in God should not be restricted to a church
building. But it must also be demonstrated in daily life. If we say that God is loving, then we
must spread His love to less fortunate people. Such teaching is consistent with the Old
Testament. For example, Deuteronomy 10:18-19 says: 18 “He executes justice for the
fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19 Love the
sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.” God shows favor to
vulnerable people because they have no other means to count on. He can create food and
clothing out of nothing. But more than likely, God supplies those resources by moving
people’s hearts. God blesses us first so that we can be a channel to bless others. The Lord
reminded His people that they were slaves in Egypt before. God saved them from bondage,



and made them His people. Those who received kindness ought to pass on kindness. We can
also refer to the instructions in Deuteronomy 24:19 — “When you reap your harvest in your
field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it. It shall be for the
sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, that the Lord your God may bless you in all the
work of your hands.” A similar teaching asks landlords to leave some produce in the fields so
that poor people can pick their food. Boaz allowed Ruth to do just that. Ruth and her mother-
in-law Naomi were two widows who had no son. In the end, Boaz picked Ruth to be his wife
too! God’s commands come with promises. Perhaps He will reward generous people with a
bigger yield. It is an expression of faith. We will be stingy when we reason that it is our hard-
earn money and our properties. Why should I give to those who do nothing except holding
out their hands? There will be joy when we realize that we are only stewards of God’s
blessings. There are always poor people in the society. We need wisdom to distinguish
between needy, crafty and lazy people. Many years ago, some charities put commercials on
TV showing very skinny refugees in some African countries. People feel good by donating
money. It is a legitimate question to ask what percentage of the money will actually go to
needy people. Many international agencies need to pay for salaries, advertisements, travel
and other administrative expenses. Those who keep an open-book policy on their finance
may be more trustworthy. There are global needs as well as local needs. Once in a while
there will be people knocking on our church door asking for money. Some ladies may say
they are dumped by their husbands, they are looking for jobs or they have some chronic
illnesses. There is no way to verify their stories. How should we react? Instead of giving
them money, it is wiser to give them food items. In some instances, coworkers also filled
their cars with some gas. There are tangible ways to fulfill their needs.

45w CONCLUSION

The words we say and receive will affect the works we do. Talk is cheap but actions speak
louder than words. Powerful words will motivate people to take actions. In 1988, Nike hired
an advertising agency to come up with new ideas on increasing its sales in sports apparel.
The company was inspired by something a death-roll inmate said. Gary Gilmore was
convicted of murder. He was sentenced to death penalty. His attorney urged Gilmore to file
for an appeal, but he refused the suggestion. On the day of his execution, he was asked if he
had any final word to say. His reply: “Let’s do it.” The advertising agency tweaked the
phrase and came up with the “Just Do It” marketing campaign. Commercials featured
professional athletes and ordinary people from all walks of life. The message was clear: do
not just watch sports and talk sports; get off the couch and play sports! You will not achieve
anything unless you get moving. The plan was highly successful. Nike’s market share grew
from 18% to 43% in ten years. The world will be different too if there are more Christians
who are doers and not just hearers and talkers of truth. If we are convinced that God’s Word
is true, then we must conduct our life accordingly.
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