February 2 Lesson 10 
Hear and Do the Word

Devotional Reading: 1 John 3:14-20
Background Scripture: James 1:19-27
James 1:19-27
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19 Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath:

20 For the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God.

21 Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls.

22 But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.

23 For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass:

24 For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was.

25 But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed.

26 If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion is vain.

27 Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.

Key Verse

Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. —James 1:22
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Recall the behavioral responses to the gospel named in the text.

2. Explain why the gospel requires the responses listed in today's text.

3. Identify the personal behavior most in need of change and make a plan to do so.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. The Camera Does Not Lie

B. Lesson Background

I. Self-control Needed (James 1:19-21)
A. Restraining Angry Words (vv. 19, 20)

Stuff, Vent, or ...
B. Receiving God's Word (v. 21)

How Many Rooms?
II. Hearing and Doing Required (James 1:22-25)
A. The Command (v. 22)

B. The Reasoning (vv. 23-25)

III. Proper Religion Described (James 1:26, 27)
A. Controlled Speech (v. 26)

B. Positive Godliness (v. 27)

Conclusion

A. The Real You

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. The Camera Does Not Lie

The typical person has an idealized self-image in mind, one that he or she tries to refine. Looking at a mirror, one's natural tendency seems to be to adjust hair and posture, pull in the stomach, tilt the head, and smile. The further tendency is to combine the image seen with a memory of his or her appearance at some point in the past.

Then one day I see a photograph of myself. My reactions: "Where did those wrinkles come from? When did I start looking like my father (or mother)? Oh, I look old!" While tricks with photographs are as old as cameras themselves, we also understand why people say, "The camera does not lie." An unretouched photograph acts as a check against my imperfect memory and imagination about how I look.

Getting clear pictures of ourselves involves much more than merely knowing our appearance. Really knowing our true selves means assessing how our thoughts and actions match up with what we claim to believe. There is nothing like our behavior to show what is real and true about us. We can think of conduct as the camera that reveals the real person on the inside.

So—what does the never-lying camera of behavior show us to be in reality? Today's text is about just this issue.

B. Lesson Background

This unit's lessons are taken from the letter of James. Though the author does not draw attention to the fact, he was the James who was a brother of Jesus (compare Matthew 13:55). Jesus' brothers were skeptical of Him during His ministry (John 7:5). But after His resurrection, Jesus appeared to James (1 Corinthians 15:7), and the reality of the resurrection brought him and his brothers to faith.

James became one of the leaders of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Galatians 2:9). Reliable sources outside the Bible tell us that James was highly respected in Jerusalem, even among many who were not Christians. Even so, he was murdered in AD 62 by opponents of Christianity. There are other men by the name of James in the New Testament, and we take care to distinguish between them (Matthew 4:21; 10:3; etc.).

The letter of James is written in a fluent, literate style that reveals a mind that is at home in the Greek culture that dominated the eastern Mediterranean region of the first century AD. Even so, the letter offers us the Jewish outlook of Old Testament wisdom literature, such as the book of Proverbs. The letter's perspective is distinctly Christian as it reflects the emphases of Jesus' teaching, especially that of the Sermon on the Mount.

We see the Jewishness of the letter in its address to "the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad" (James 1:1). These are not simply Jews, but believers in Jesus, the people of God in Christ. They are scattered partly because of persecution (Acts 8:1) and partly because missionaries planted the seed of the gospel outside Palestine, efforts that led still more people to faith in Christ. But after coming to faith, what's next? Today's lesson addresses just this question.

I. Self-control Needed

(James 1:19-21)

A. Restraining Angry Words (vv. 19, 20)

19. Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath.

Those who truly know God express their faith in self-control. James emphasizes that self-control begins with our speech. The instructions here are familiar, reflecting the wisdom of the Old Testament (Proverbs 13:3; 15:1; 29:20).

Self-control in speech begins with being swift to hear. Practically, that means listening to others with consideration and empathy. But more specifically, James is telling readers that their first step is to listen to God's Word. Only then can they speak well. The result of quick hearing and slow speaking is that our words can be redirected by the wisdom of God.

A proper self-assessment will restrain our speech and make us better listeners. That in turn leads to a different response with our wrath or anger (compare Ecclesiastes 7:9). True faith in God redirects our wrath because we first realize that God, not we humans, will do the judging and punishing that needs to be done. With the perspective of true faith, we realize that we too are wrongdoers, worthy of judgment and punishment. This is why Jesus famously says, "Judge not, that ye be not judged" (Matthew 7:1).

20. For the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God.

At one level it is natural, even right, that humans have wrath or anger. When we witness injustice, and especially when we are wronged ourselves, anger is the consequence. Anger in and of itself is not a sin (see Jesus' anger in Mark 3:5). But fallible humans can neither measure accurately the extent nor formulate the appropriate, just punishment for every wrong. Worse than that, we easily mistake our own motives, justifying our wrath prompted by selfishness as "righteous indignation." Anger tends to make a mess of our own lives and of those around us.

God's anger, however, is different. God does assess right and wrong infallibly. He does measure the punishment for wrong accurately. More than that, God restrains His wrath by His love and mercy, offering forgiveness to the wrongdoer who turns to Him in Christ. God warns of His coming wrath in order to give all the opportunity to repent, be cleansed of guilt, and escape punishment. In all respects God's wrath accomplishes His right way, His righteousness, in the world.

What Do You Think?
What was an occasion when you saw the very negative impact of a few angry words? What did this experience teach you?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Angry words spoken to you

Angry words spoken by you

Angry words between other people

Stuff, Vent, or ...
I recently participated in a Christian study course designed to help people become free of the hurts they have suffered and lies that they have come to believe as citizens of a fallen world. The class work was carefully designed to get people in touch with their emotions. As helpful as it was, there was an emphasis (often seen in secular psychology literature) on the need to express anger. The opposite of expressing anger was pejoratively labeled stuffing.
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Visual for Lesson 10. Use this visual as a stimulus for learners to brainstorm common methods of self-deception.
Here's where application can get messy. Of course, denying that we have emotions is fruitless and may set us on a path toward a meltdown. But we can acknowledge emotions without venting them on someone else. James clearly tells us God's thoughts here: "the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God."

Venting and stuffing are not the only two choices when we are riled, however. A third option is to let God handle our intense emotions. We can present them to God in silent prayer, audible prayer, or by writing them out. This can drain the emotional voltage without harming anyone. If we need to confront someone, we will be better prepared to do so after we've given our emotions to God. Finding our hands around someone else's neck—either figuratively or literally—is a sure sign that we've not submitted the issue to God.—V. E.

B. Receiving God's Word (v. 21)

21. Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls.

The reality of a sinful life is not pretty, and James uses two vivid expressions to describe it. One is filthiness, referring not to literal dirt, but to a soiled heart and conscience. Life apart from God is sadly characterized by thoughts and actions that ruin the purpose for which God created humans (compare Revelation 22:11). Superfluity of naughtiness simply means an abundance of evil, which characterizes life apart from God. We are reminded of the situation before the great flood: "Every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually" (Genesis 6:5).

Of course, most people do not see themselves as soiled or abounding in evil. We imagine ourselves to be relatively pure and good. Not perfect, perhaps, but at least as good as most people, maybe better than most. The change in perspective comes through God's Word. It alone has the power to show us who we really are. But more than that, it has the power to save us from what we are.

So James says that we put aside (lay apart) the old life and receive that powerful Word of God. James describes this receiving the Word as being engrafted, meaning "planted inside." God has given His Word, and believers have received it. But for its power to be at work, the implanted Word needs to be received again and again.

We acknowledge our need of God's Word with meekness, an attitude that says, "I do not have rights or powers that I can assert in this situation." From that perspective, we give up our pretensions of self-sufficiency. We affirm that we need God, that our only hope is to turn to Him. Receiving the implanted word means rightly assessing our deep need for God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves: cleanse us, instruct us, and empower us.

What Do You Think?
When you hear God's Word, what helps most for it to become "engrafted" within you?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
When listening to a sermon

While participating in a group Bible study

During personal Bible Study

Other

That implanted Word is able to save your souls. Certainly it brings salvation from God's righteous anger in final judgment. But it also saves us from the living death of the old life, the here-and-now misery of sin in its filth and abundant wickedness. God wants us to experience salvation that is both now and forever.

How Many Rooms?
I recently heard an evangelist to Africa give a colorful explanation for the conflicts a certain Christian was experiencing. The man wanted to know why Jesus didn't fight his battles for him. He wanted to know why the enemy still seemed to have easy access to his life. In reply, the evangelist offered the following illustration.

Consider that your life is like a house with many rooms. When you received Christ, you turned one of them into a very nice guest room for Him. He is a gentleman. When the enemy knocks on your door, Jesus stays in the room you've assigned Him, allowing you to deal with your "company" on your own. Perhaps later you decide to clean out other rooms for the Lord's use. He remains a gentleman, using only the areas of your "house" where you've allowed Him free reign. It is only when you give Him every aspect of your life—so that Jesus inhabits the whole house—that He himself will answer the door. As a result, the enemy will not have access to your house again.

Many Christians seem pleased to give God every room "except that one." Such an attitude smacks of a certain arrogance—"I don't need God's help in that area; I've got it under control myself." It is only when we realize our powerlessness, however, that we are able to "receive with meekness the engrafted word." The Holy Spirit wants the whole house!—V. E.

II. Hearing and Doing Required

(James 1:22-25)

A. The Command (v. 22)

22. But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.

Merely having God's Word is not enough. It must be put into practice. Reciting the ingredients of a healthy diet is worthless unless we actually follow that healthy diet. When actions do not match words, we doubt whether the person genuinely means what he or she says. So it is especially with God's Word.

Those who listen but do not do are in a state of self-deception. They pretend to be God's people, but their actions say otherwise. The engrafted Word of God will yield fruit in changed behavior (Matthew 7:15-20). If the behavior has not changed, then the Word has been uprooted or never engrafted in the first place. Our actions are the best indicators of the reality of our hearts.

B. The Reasoning (vv. 23-25)

23. For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass.

James now describes the self-deception of the person who does not act on the Word of God. In the world of the New Testament, people are just as concerned about their appearance as we are today. So mirrors (the meaning of glass) are rather common, though being made of polished metal they are not entirely like ours. Even so, these ancient mirrors allow people to check their appearance.

Of course, the purpose of looking in a mirror is to be able to do just that. That is the situation James is describing: one who is examining his natural face—that is, the person's physical face—is doing so to get a close, deliberate look. The person takes note of the image in order to make adjustments to improve his or her appearance.

24. For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was.

Looking in the mirror involves being honest about how we look and remembering it as a reference point for the next time we look in that mirror. How foolish to go away from the mirror and remember something false! "Yes, I have a full head of hair!" "No wrinkles—great!" "Why, I look the same as I did when I was a teenager!"

How to Say It

equestrian ih-kwes-tree-un.

Mediterranean Med-uh-tuh-ray-nee-un.

So it is with the person who hears God's Word and does not put it into practice. God's Word reveals our true selves, "warts and all" as the old saying goes. It shows us what is wrong and puts us on the path to make it right. Not putting it into practice is akin to the foolish self-deception of looking in a mirror and pretending our real appearance is different. Like the mirror and the camera, God's Word shows our true selves.

What Do You Think?
What differences do you see when you look at yourself in the mirrors of culture and of Scripture? What differences should you see?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding financial priorities

Regarding time priorities

Regarding ethical values

Other

25. But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed.

James presses his analogy of God's Word as a mirror that reveals one's true self. He speaks of God's law, but that word is not limited to the books of law in the Old Testament. God's Word in all its parts is the sure and only guide to right understanding and right living. Although James's readers do not have the full New Testament, they recognize that Jesus came in fulfillment of God's Word. He is the climax of God's all-important instruction of His people.

We tend to think of law as restrictive, but James affirms that God's law gives liberty. This is a key theme of Scripture. The God who gave freedom to the Israelite slaves (Exodus 20:2) is the God who gives the commandments that instruct His people in the way of true freedom. Paul reminds us that the true slavery is slavery to sin (Romans 6:15-23).

To enjoy this freedom, we have to do with God's Word what the wise person does with a mirror: pay attention to what it reveals and live accordingly. It is a matter of hearing and doing, not forgetting. What God's Word reveals about us may not be pleasant, but it is true. What is more, God's Word gives the answer to what it reveals about us, the solution to our essential problem.

So James says that the person who acknowledges what God's Word reveals and acts on the Word is the one who shall be blessed. This is the way to receive God's favor, to experience life as God designed it to be experienced.

What Do You Think?
Which "listen-and-do" combinations do you struggle most with? How do you plan to improve in these areas?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Handling of finances

Family relationships

Ministry participation

Other

III. Proper Religion Described

(James 1:26, 27)

A. Controlled Speech (v. 26)

26. If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion is vain.

The term religious is one that people use often but seldom think about. What exactly does it mean to be religious? The word that James uses indicates the proper demonstration of respect and devotion to the deity.

But that raises another question: What constitutes proper respect and devotion to the deity? Well, it depends on who the deity is. Pagan gods are seen as selfish, greedy, and unpredictable. Proper devotion to such gods takes the form of a sacrifice that really amounts to a bribe or "protection money." The religious person showing honor to a pagan god does so in hope that the god will be pleased and give a blessing, rather than causing some disaster.

But the one true God as revealed in the Bible is not like the pagan gods. He is just and good in all things. He is generous and forgiving. His wrath burns against evil, but His grace is abundant for those willing to receive it. He takes the side of the weak and helpless—those who recognize their great need for what only He can give.

Proper respect for the one true God consists of behavior that reflects who God is. This involves being obedient to His will, upholding His standards of justice, mercy, grace, and forgiveness. It means acknowledging God's supreme authority in what we say and do.

All that begins with how we use our tongues. Speech that honors God is under control, the way that a horse with a bit and bridle is under the control of an expert equestrian (compare Psalms 34:13; 39:1; 141:3). The speech of a God-honoring person follows the path that God sets. Such speech is filled with love, grace, and forgiveness, but tempered by righteousness and justice.

What Do You Think?
What are some techniques we can use to control our tongues in difficult situations?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
When we are angry

When we have been hurt

When we are tempted to gossip

Other

B. Positive Godliness (v. 27)

27. Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.

What begins with words continues with deeds, and James further describes proper devotion to the true God with a short list of representative actions. These are very familiar to Christians of Jewish background, for what James lists is prominent in the Old Testament. Israel's Scriptures name the fatherless and widows as special objects of God's favor (example: Psalm 68:5). They are highlighted because they are typical of those in a position of weakness. God is their best and only hope for help in their state of helplessness. So those who know the true God will reflect God's mercy in their own response to the helpless (Isaiah 1:17).

James pairs generosity toward the helpless with being unspotted from the world's corruption. Though God is good, just, righteous, and merciful, the world in rebellion against God is anything but those things. We end up bearing the world's filth when we continue in the attitudes and behaviors that the world produces: selfishness, violence, hatred, vindictiveness, etc. God-honoring lives, by contrast, stand out from the world. Such lives reflect God himself rather than the world that runs and hides from Him.

Pure ... and undefiled is the kind of devotion we seek when we see ourselves and our situation rightly. If we try to split the difference between God and the world, we show that we are holding onto our problem, not embracing our salvation. A grasp of the truth impels us to end the world's kind of life and pursue God's kind.

Conclusion

A. The Real You

Christians in the earliest years of the faith struggled to bring their actions into conformity with the faith that they confessed. In that respect, they were not much different from us today. What do you see about yourself in the true picture of you that emerges from God's Word? Perhaps it reveals the real weakness that lies behind the picture of strength that you try to project. Perhaps it reveals the parts of your life that still reflect the world's outlook instead of the character of the true God. Perhaps it reveals a "motor mouth" with a sensitive accelerator, always speaking before listening. Perhaps it reveals a sense of entitlement that strangles generosity.

In one respect or another, God's Word reveals in all of us our stubborn tendency to run our lives on our terms. If we have confessed that God's way is the only way, our only hope, then it is once again time to assess ourselves in light of God's Word. We do so in order that we may put what we believe into action with the consistency that truly honors the God who has saved us.

B. Prayer

O God, search our hearts and show us who we truly are. You know us better than we know ourselves, and You have shown us the way of life. Strengthen us to live what we confess. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Talk God's talk, and walk God's walk.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.

Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Collect "before they were famous" pictures of celebrities (easy to find on the Internet) and mount the pictures on a poster board with accompanying numbers (or put them in a PowerPoint® presentation). As learners arrive, give each a piece of paper. Say, "Identify the celebrities and jot their names with accompanying numbers on this paper." When everyone is finished, reveal the answers. Discuss which pictures were hardest and easiest to identify.

Say, "Unretouched pictures reveal one's true outward appearance at a distinct point in time. Our behavior (actions) creates a 'picture' of who we really are on the inside, which is far more important. In today's lesson we will see how the early Christians were challenged to bring their actions into conformity with the faith they confessed."

Into the Word

Prepare in advance five causes index cards with the following entries, one each, but without the verse references you see here: "swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath" (v. 19) / "lay apart all filthiness ... and receive with meekness the engrafted word" (v. 21) / "be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only" (v. 22) / "bridleth not his tongue" (v. 26) / "visit the fatherless and widows ... to keep himself unspotted from the world" (v. 27).

Also prepare (without verse references) the following five effects index cards that will serve, respectively, as counterparts to the five above: "the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God" (v. 20) / "which is able to save your souls" (v. 21) / "deceiving your own selves" (v. 22) / "man's religion is vain" (v. 26) / "pure religion and undefiled before God" (v. 27).

Distribute the 10 cards among class members as evenly as possible. If your class is smaller than 10 in number, give some learners more than one card, trying not to give cause-and-effect matching cards to the same person. Have learners mingle to find the matches—that is, the causes and effects that go together according to today's text.

When learners have made their matches, affix the matched cards on the board, then read today's text aloud. Discuss the cause-and-effect relationships, adding information from the lesson commentary. (Note that verses 23, 24, not on the cards, are extensions of the effects mentioned in verse 22.) Stress that these actions revealed what was true about the early Christians' hearts.

Into Life

Option 1: Early in the week, secure a photo of each of your learners and enlarge them to 5" x 7". Draw lines on the back of each to resembles a jigsaw puzzle to be cut into four pieces. Give each learner his or her picture, along with scissors and a letter-size envelope. Say, "We discussed at the beginning of class how unretouched photographs are true representations of our outside appearances. Reflecting on our lesson for today, turn your picture over and write in the four segments four behaviors you need to change or implement. When you are finished, cut your puzzle apart."

After learners finish, say, "On the front of your puzzle pieces, write the effects that will occur if you do what is on the back." Encourage learners to take one puzzle piece each day, read the back of it, and then work to accomplish the corresponding goal on the front. When successful, he or she can affix the puzzle piece in a prominent place at home, picture side up. The goal is to have a "new" picture after all four pieces are in place.

Option 2: Distribute copies of the "Here and Now, Hear and Do" activity from the reproducible page to complete individually. Discuss results.

Option 3: Distribute copies of the "The Real Picture" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Have learners complete as directed. This is a good option if time is short.
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