 Sunday Church School Lesson 08/03/08
“Doers of the Word”

Lesson: James 1:17-27
Background Scriptures: Psalm 92:1-8, James 1:17-27
Time: From Jerusalem around A.D. 45
Introduction of today’s Lesson: 

The epistle of James was written by James, the half-brother of Jesus (Galatians 1:19;2:9).  James did not believe Jesus to be the Christ until after Jesus’ resurrection form the grave (John 7:5).  James was present with those gathered just before the Day of Pentecost (Acts 1:4).  By the time of the Jerusalem council in Acts 1:14, James had emerged as one of the principal leaders of the church.  James was noteworthy enough for the historian Josephus to record his murder, which happened in about A.D. 62.
The epistle of James is his only work in the New Testament.  Unlike books from Paul, which often are concerned about the place of Gentiles in the church, James writes primarily to Jewish Christians.  They were in a tough situation (James 1:1-3).  Some even had fled Jerusalem following the persecution by Herod Agrippa that occurred in the time period of Stephen’s stoning and the execution of James, the son of Zebedee (Acts 11:19 – 12:2).
James saw himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1).  His readers were early Jewish believers who had been dispersed and were undergoing various kinds of hardships.  They were being persecuted and as a result were in physical and financial distress.

Oppressed people are not necessarily good people; these readers could not use their hardships as excuses for sin.  James told them that as followers of Christ, they must reflect His image in the details of everyday life.  Their trials should be occasions for spiritual growth (James 1:2-12), not temptations for evil.  This would be possible if they cultivated a proper relationship with God’s Word.
Lesson Aims:

1. Summarize James’s teaching on hearing and doing and on making one’s religion real.
2. Explain how God’s Word should lead to active discipleship.
3. Make a plan to correct one area of life in which you need to move from being a mere hearer to being a doer.
Golden Text – “Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.” (James 1:22)
I. The Challenge of the Vitalizing Word (James 1:17-21)
A. Accepting the gifts of God (James 1:17-18)
“Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.

Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.”
James’s readers were prone to excuse their sins by saying that God had tempted them.  James told them that this was impossible, since temptation is foreign to God’s nature (v.13).  He assured them that God gives only good gifts.  All that comes from him is “good and perfect,” though it may not always appear so.  God’s gifts are beneficial and sufficient because He is the Father of lights.”  “Lights here means the celestial luminaries – sun, moon ,and stars.  He is their “Father” in creating them and directing their movements.  Believers can know that their God has the whole universe under His control.
Also, God is changeless and dependable.  There is no varying or revamping with Him.  Unlike the heavenly bodies, which vary in the intensity of light they project.  God is never diminished in any of His attributes or capricious in any way He manifests them.
There is no shifting shadows with God.  As celestial bodies turn, or proceed in their orbits, they sometimes cast a shadow, as is seen in eclipses or even in the cycles of day and night.  But God never does because His character is constant.  He is light without a trace of darkness (1st John 1:5).  So those who trust Him never need to be disappointed.
God’s purpose in giving us His life is so “that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures” (James 1:18).  “First-fruits” speaks of the first of any kind to be produced.  Jewish believers understood this because at the Feast of First-fruits, Jews were to offer the first ripe sheaf of grain to God (Leviticus 23:9-11).  First-fruits were a pledge of a more complete harvest to come.

So James, writing to early believers, saw them as God’s pledge of a greater spiritual harvest to be reaped around the world.  And there may be more here.  Our regeneration is also His pledge that eventually all nature, now groaning under sin, will be transformed by His power (Romans 8:18-23).

B. Rejecting the ways of the old life (James 1:19-21a)
“Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, show to speak, slow to wrath:

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

Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness,”

“Wherefore” marks a casual connection.  Those who have accepted God’s gift of eternal life and become “beloved brethren” should display a change in life, giving up former behavior patterns.  One of these is a reluctance to receive instruction.  James told his readers to be “swift to hear.”  Coupled with this, they are to be “slow to speak.”  Believers who have been born again through God’s message should be attentive to its instruction and eager to apply it.  “Hear” implies more than just listening to oral instruction.  It includes receiving it with interest and concern.
James also cautioned his readers to be slow to give vent to wrath.  In the Bible, wrath is not just the heat of anger but a settled attitude of hostility.  Christians then as now were prone to get passionate in theological debate.  They allowed strong convictions and overactive tongues to lead them into personal animosity.  Those who disagreed with them became enemies.
The reason Christians must be slow to anger is that man’s anger does not promote the cause of God’s righteousness.  Some may argue that they get angry because they are opposing sin and error and defending the righteousness of God.  James denied the propriety of wrath even in doing this.  It fails to exemplify the very righteousness we say we are defending, and it brings disgrace to the God we worship.
Those regenerated by God’s truth are also to “lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness” (James 1:21).  “Lay apart” denotes stripping something off, as one would an unclean garment.  “Filthiness” refers to an unclean life.  Al filthy thoughts, words, and actions should be cast aside, as should all other wickedness.  “Superfluity of naughtiness” can be more clearly understood as “abundance of wickedness.”  Wickedness tends to multiply even in believers’ lives if not deliberately resisted.  We must actively clear away all the rubbish and debris of the past life so that God’s Word can take root without hindrance.
C.  Receiving the Word of God (James 1:21b)

“and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls.”
Removing the sinful ways of the past is only the negative side of the Christian life.  It only prepares us to receive further instruction form God.  We are to receive His Word “with meekness.”  These words are given special emphasis in the Greek.  Putting aside angry resistance, we must take in the Word with humility and gentleness.  “Receive” denotes active force in our lives.  The verb tense implies a decisive act of reception.

God’s Word has been ingrafted, or implanted, in us; it is a picture of the Word taking root in our lives.  It has already rooted itself by bringing us rebirth, but we are now to welcome it as God’s means for our spiritual growth.

This Word is fully able to save our souls.  The text here views salvation as the whole process by which God delivers someone from sin – its penalty, its power, and eventually its presence.  His Word is essential to our maturity in the faith we have embraced.
II. The Necessity of the Practiced Word (James 1:22-25)
A.  The danger of self-delusion (James 1:22)
“But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.”
As important as it is to receive the Word, this is not the whole duty of the Christian life.  James warned his readers to be “doers of the word, and not hearers only.”  His readers came from a culture that took pride in having heard Scripture read in the synagogue every Sabbath.  Too often, however, hearing was not accompanied by obedience – a common failing of present day Christians as well.
James exhorted believers, literally, to become doers of the Word.  We are to become habitually obedient to it.  One who remains a mere hearer is guilty of the worst kind of deception – deceiving himself.  The verb James used implies deluding oneself by faulty reasoning or miscalculation.  The hearer falsely assumes that hearing the Word is enough to please God.
B.   The illustration of the forgetful hearer (James 1:23-24)
“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:

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

James now showed the inadequacy of being only a hearer.  The central feature of his illustration is a mirror, which in his day was polished bronze.  It is analogous to God’s Word, which reveals what a person is like.  The “hearer” is like one who contemplates his appearance, pausing long enough to get an accurate image.  He sees “his natural face” (literally, “the face of his birth”).
James implied that the mirror revealed something needing improvement or correction.  Yet this man goes on his way, immediately forgetting what he looks like.  He does this either because he does not see any flaw or because he does not consider the flaw important enough to be changed.  This is like the person who hears the Word proclaimed but then goes home and forgets it.  It has not penetrated deeply enough to touch his will.
C.  The condition of the faithful doer (James 1:25)
“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.”  
The “doer” has a different attitude toward God’s Word.  The verb “looketh” pictures him stooping down and intently looking at himself in the mirror.  “Continueth” makes it clear that he examines himself for some time.  He is not content with superficial appearances.  He looks for hidden flaws.  The mirror into which this believer peers is “the perfect law of liberty.”  New Testament truth is binding and demanding.  But since it is the same truth that brought about our rebirth (vs. 18), it can be obeyed with a sense of liberty.
We are freed from legal bondage to serve God with a transformed nature and genuine gratitude.  It is the law of love (James 2:8).  Thus, the doer sees the mirror of God’s Word as a means to a practical end, not an end in itself.  He becomes “a doer of the work” (James 1:25).  He finds blessedness in his life of obedience.

III.   The Product of the Applied Word (James 1:26-27)
A.  The futility of professed religion (James 1:26)
“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.”
How can one tell the difference between a hearer of the Word and a doer?  James drew two pictures that demonstrate what these two outlooks produce.  The first is of a person who seemed to be religious (or considered himself to be so).  A “religious” man is known for church attendance, prayers, giving, and hearing sermons.
In spite of these commendable observances, the man in James illustration has a problem: he does not bridle his tongue.  His tongue is like an untamed horse that goes wherever it pleases.  It may produce gossip, profanity, filthiness, sarcasm, or foolishness.

This religious man is thus deceiving himself.  He thinks his external observance are all that God requires, whereas God considers speech an important barometer of a person’s spiritual condition.  Until he has allowed the Word to do an inward work in him to control his speech, his religion is useless.  It does nothing for him and does not gain the favor of God.

B.  The beauty of pure religion (James 1:27)
“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.”

The outward manifestation of true religion is “to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction.”  These were among the most needy and vulnerable persons in Jewish society.  Meeting their needs was an opportunity for demonstrating Christian social concern.  Their “affliction” consisted of loneliness, lack of support, and exploitation by unscrupulous men.
The internal mark of true religion is to keep oneself uncorrupted by the world.  The world is the kingdom of Satan.  Christians are left in this environment as witnesses.  But they are warned to refrain from its ungodly philosophy.  Humanitarian concern for the needy will do little to glorify God if one’s personal behavior is impure.  Doers of the Word are faithful to both caring for the needy of the world and keeping oneself uncorrupted by the world.
General Comments related to the Lesson:
· We should thank God for all the good we experience because it all comes from Him (James 1:17-18).
· We could save ourselves much grief if we would listen more and speak less (vs. 19).
· Human anger usually is the exact opposite of God’s holy anger (vs. 20-21).
· We deceive ourselves if we think merely going to church and learning the truth will make us pleasing to God (vs. 22-25).
· Unrestrained speech reveals a wicked heart (vs. 26)
· The Christian’s work is helping the helpless, not merely speaking holy words.
· The Bible often compares goodness with light and evil with darkness.  For other passages where God is pictured as light see Psalm 27.
· First century Christians were the first generation to believe in Jesus Christ as the Messiah.  James calls them “a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.”
· When we talk too much and listen too little, we communicate to others that we think our ideas are much more important than theirs.  James wisely advises us to reverse this process.  Put a mental stopwatch on your conversations and keep track of how much you talk and how much you listen.  When people talk with you, do they feel that their viewpoints and ideas have value?
· The verses in James 1:19-20 speak of anger that erupts when our egos are bruised – “I am hurt,” My opinions are not being heard”  When injustice and sin occur, we should become angry because others are being hurt.  But we should not become angry when we fail to win an argument, or when we feel neglected.  Selfish anger never helps anybody.
· James advises us to get rid of all that is wrong in our lives and be humbly glad for the salvation message we have received because it alone can save us.
· It is important to know what God’s Word says, but it is much more important to obey it.  We can measure the effectiveness of our Bible study time by the effect it has on our behavior and attitudes.
· In the first century, orphans and widows had very little means of economic support.  Unless a family member was willing to care for them, they were reduced to begging, selling themselves as slaves, or starving.  By caring for these powerless people, the church put God’s Word into practice.  When we give with no hope of receiving in return, we show what it means to serve others.
· To keep ourselves unpolluted (“unspoiled”) from the world, we need to commit ourselves to Christ’s ethical and moral system, not the world’s.  We are not to adapt to the world’s value system based on money, power, pleasure, position and prestige.  True faith means nothing if we are contaminated with such worldly values.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Questions from the Lesson:

1. How does God differ from the heavenly lights He has created?
2. What is God’s greatest gift to us?
3. In what sense are believers the first-fruits of God’s creatures?
4. Why is it important for Christians to be swift to hear and slow to speak?
5. Why should Christians avoid getting angry when defending their religious beliefs?
6. What must we do to allow God’s Word to take root in our lives?
7. How is someone who merely hears God’s Word deluding himself?
8. How does the illustration of a mirror depict the hearer and the doer?
9. How did the man who thought himself religious fall short?
10. What are the external and internal marks of true religion?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Book of James
Chapter 1:17-27
Verse 17

[17] Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.

No evil, but every good gift - Whatever tends to holiness.

And every perfect gift — Whatever tends to glory.

Descendeth from the Father of lights — The appellation of Father is here used with peculiar propriety. It follows, "he begat us." He is the Father of all light, material or spiritual, in the kingdom of grace and of glory.

With whom is no variableness — No change in his understanding.

Or shadow of turning — in his will. He infallibly discerns all good and evil; and invariably loves one, and hates the other. There is, in both the Greek words, a metaphor taken from the stars, particularly proper where the Father of lights is mentioned. Both are applicable to any celestial body, which has a daily vicissitude of day and night, and sometimes longer days, sometimes longer nights. In God is nothing of this kind. He is mere light. If there Is any such vicissitude, it is in ourselves, not in him.

Verse 18

[18] Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.

Of his own will — Most loving, most free, most pure, just opposite to our evil desire, James 1:15.

Begat he us — Who believe.

By the word of truth — The true word, emphatically so termed; the gospel.

That we might be a kind of first-fruits of his creatures — Christians are the chief and most excellent of his visible creatures; and sanctify the rest. Yet he says, A kind of - For Christ alone is absolutely the first - fruits.

Verse 19

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

Let every man be swift to hear — This is treated of from James 1:21 to the end of the next chapter.

Slow to speak — Which is treated of in he third chapter.

Slow to wrath — Neither murmuring at God, nor angry at his neighbour. This is treated of in the third, and throughout the fourth and fifth chapters.

Verse 20

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

The righteousness of God here includes all duties prescribed by him, and pleasing to him.

Verse 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.

Therefore laying aside — As a dirty garment.

All the filthiness and superfluity of wickedness — For however specious or necessary it may appear to worldly wisdom, all wickedness is both vile, hateful, contemptible, and really superfluous. Every reasonable end may be effectually answered without any kind or degree of it. Lay this, every known sin, aside, or all your hearing is vain.

With meekness — Constant evenness and serenity of mind.

Receive — Into your ears, your heart, your life.

The word — Of the gospel.

Ingrafted — In believers, by regeneration, James 1:18 and by habit, Hebrews 5:14.

Which is able to save your souls — The hope of salvation nourishes meekness.

Verse 23

[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:

Beholding his face in a glass — How exactly does the scripture glass show a man the face of his soul!

Verse 24

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

He beheld himself, and went away — To other business.

And forgot — But such forgetting does not excuse.

Verse 25

[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. 

But he that looketh diligently — Not with a transient glance, but bending down, fixing his eyes, and searching all to the bottom.

Into the perfect law — Of love as established by faith. St. James here guards us against misunderstanding what St. Paul says concerning the "yoke and bondage of the law." He who keeps the law of love is free, John 8:31, etc. He that does not, is not free, but a slave to sin, and a criminal before God, James 2:10.

And continueth therein — Not like him who forgot it, and went away.

This man — There is a peculiar force in the repetition of the word.

Shall be happy — Not barely in hearing, but doing the will of God.

Verse 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.

If any one be ever so religious — Exact in the outward offices of religion.

And bridleth not his tongue — From backbiting, talebearing, evilspeaking, he only deceiveth his own heart, if he fancies he has any true religion at all.

Verse 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.

The only true religion in the sight of God, is this, to visit - With counsel, comfort, and relief.

The fatherless and widows — Those who need it most.

In their affliction — In their most helpless and hopeless state.

And to keep himself unspotted from the world — From the maxims, tempers, and customs of it. But this cannot be done, till we have given our hearts to God, and love our neighbor as ourselves.
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