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James 1:17–27 (NIV84) 
Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who 
does not change like shifting shadows. 18 He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we 
might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created. 19 My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should 
be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 20 for man’s anger does not bring about the
righteous life that God desires. 21 Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent 
and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you. 22 Do not merely listen to the word, 
and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it 
says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and 
immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives
freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in 
what he does. 26 If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, 
he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. 27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and 
faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being 
polluted by the world. 

Dear Friends in Christ,

Imagine that your great grandfather started a business that became very successful. It started in one 
town and is now in almost every city of the country in addition to having locations in many other 
countries. Your great grandfather and your grandparents and your parents have worked to build up the 
business over the years. Because of the success, your family is very wealthy. You have a trust fund that 
will pay you millions every year just because you were born into this family. The question is: what will 
you do with the extraordinary financial wealth you have been given? 

Some in this situation have developed the same character and work ethic of their great grandfather. 
They use their wealth wisely, they work hard in the business, and they are extremely generous with 
what they have been given. Others spend their trust fund as fast as they can on parties, vacations and 
anything that will bring them a moment of pleasure. They refuse to work and refuse to share what they 
have been given. 

In his short epistle, James addresses people who have been given a gift worth more than all the silver 
and gold in the world. For through faith in Christ, believers have been adopted into God’s family and 
given eternal life. It seems that some believers were acting like the second trust fund heir. They used 
God’s forgiveness and gift of eternal life as a license to do and say whatever they wanted. Jesus paid 
for my sin so I might as well enjoy some sins before I go to heaven. James makes it clear that this is not
God’s kind of religion. Instead we are to be like the first trust fund heir. Because Jesus has done all the 
work to secure my eternal salvation I want to be like him and do what Christ says. God’s kind of 
religion includes these three things: Be quick to listen, slow to speak and eager to do.



Quick to Listen

Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who 
does not change like shifting shadows. 18 He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we 
might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created. 19 My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should 
be quick to listen 

The letter James wrote through inspiration of the Holy Spirit is filled with sanctification. That is, James
encourages Christians to live holy lives. When Martin Luther was studying the Bible, he initially had 
some trouble with James because James so strongly encourages holy living. It sounded much like the 
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church Luther had grown up with. You were to keep the 
commandments of God in order to secure your eternal life. Do good works to cover over your sins. It 
was all up to the individual to earn their place in heaven. 

But here, we see that James agrees with the rest of Scripture. Eternal life is a free gift from the Father 
of heavenly lights. He chose to give us birth into his family. God’s desire was to adopt us through the 
word of truth. He brings the gospel word of truth to us in Holy Baptism along with the water. He brings
his word of truth to people through the reading and proclamation of his Word. And through the word of 
truth he gives the good and perfect gifts of faith, forgiveness and eternal life. 

And the really great news is that God does not change his mind about these gifts. The shadows change 
every second of the day but our Father in heaven does not change. His promises to us are reliable and 
trustworthy. We don’t have to worry that one day God will change the agreement so that we lose the 
forgiveness and eternal life he promised. 

Knowing the gifts we receive from our unchanging Father in heaven, James now tells us about God’s 
kind of religion. What does a Christian life look like in this world? First, we are to be quick to listen. 

Believers are to listen to the word of truth. We not only receive faith and forgiveness through the Bible,
we are also guided in our holy living. So be quick to listen to the Bible. Then you will know what 
God’s will is, his good and perfect will. You will know when the advice you receive is contrary to 
God’s will. You will know when the course of action you think is correct is actually sinful. You will be 
motivated and know how to love your neighbor as yourself. Holy living comes from listening to God’s 
Word.

Slow to Speak

Being quick to listen also includes listening to others. As we listen to others James urges us to be slow 
to speak.

My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to 
become angry, 20 for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 21 
Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted
in you, which can save you…. 26 If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight 
rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.

The first thing that comes into our minds when talking with someone is not always the best thing to say.
We are in a society of come back lines, zingers and gotchas. James knows how dangerous words can 
be. We have the ability to get our hate filled words of anger out to the world quickly. We can speak 
words that someone captures with their phone. We could give a sign of our displeasure with someone. 
We can text nasty words to an individual and watch those words get passed around to everyone we 



know. We can send it out for the world to see on social media in an attempt to shame and humiliate 
someone. And we hit send before we’ve even though it through. 

This would happen far less if we were slow to speak. But in our anger we speak immediately which 
results in hurt feelings and more anger which leads to more words spoken in haste. It is a vicious cycle 
of anger and hate filled words. James goes so far as to tell us that if we can’t keep a tight rein on our 
tongue, then our religion is useless. 

Since the beginning of voice recording devices people have been caught saying something terrible 
when they thought the microphone was off. Perhaps they were caught on a hot mic saying vulgar words
or racist words or saying the opposite of what they said when they knew the mic was on. Do people 
remember someone for what they said when they knew the mic was on or what they said when they 
thought no one was listening? What does the person really think? 

We portrait ourselves as church going, Bible believing, Christ centered, Christians. What will our 
witness be when others here us gossiping, using coarse and vulgar language, tearing down others 
behind their backs and showing no restraint in what we say? They will think that Christ must not mean 
much to us, that we might not believe what the Bible says as much as we claim to believe it. And James
agrees with them. Our religion is worthless if we are not changed by the word of truth and more and 
more reign in our tongue so as to be slow to speak. It is possible because God has planted his powerful 
word in us to save us and empower us to holy living. 

Eager to Do

Next, James urges us to be eager to do.

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says…. 27 Religion that God 
our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and 
to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. 

As confessional Lutherans of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod we love every detail of God’s 
Word. We like to discuss doctrine. We believe every word of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation is 
true and from God. There can be a trap for people like us who like doctrine. 

We might be more concerned about being right than actually putting our faith into practice. Surely, we 
listen to the word but do we do what the Bible says? There is one person who is more concerned with 
having the right doctrine than any of us. Jesus Christ never uttered a word that contradicted the Word of
God. He was always right. But he also showed love and concern for Nicodemus, Zacchaeus, the 
Samaritan woman, the widow of Nain, the little children, the lepers, all of his disciples and everyone 
else. No one was as doctrinally pure as Jesus. Some he healed, some he fed, some he blessed but to all 
he taught the word of truth. 

So we listen to the Word of God as recorded by James and seek to help the widows and orphans around
us, the poor and needy, the sick and diseased, the refugees and victims of violence and anyone God 
puts in our lives. They may or may not be Christians. They may or may not be correct on doctrine. 
Because Jesus has saved us, forgiven us and guaranteed our eternal life, we will do what we can to help
the suffering in this world. At the same time we will bring them the word of truth so they too can be 
part of God’s family and live forever. 

Father in heaven, help us to use your good and perfect gift of faith and every other good and perfect 
gift for the good of others and to your eternal glory. 

Amen.


