
James 1:19-27 Hearing and Doing the Word Pt 5: Pure and Undefiled Religion 
May 31, 2015 

 
I stated at the beginning of this series that it would be pivotal to us as a church going forward, and I 
believe this is still true.  We, like every other church, must decide if we are going to obey, in love, the 
Master.  The church is being pushed by many influences to compromise the message and mandates of 
the Master: politics, education, entertainment, cultural norms, economics, and even from within the so-
called Christian community.  Evil is called good and good is called evil; darkness is put for light and light 
for darkness (Isa 5:20).  Therefore, we must recapture our prophetic voice.  Wonderful passages like 
James 1:19-27 give us an opportunity to reset and refocus on our Lord, His Gospel, and His mandates.  
The Holy Spirit, by His grace, has given us this Word to help, not hurt us…and to inspire us towards 
obedience.  May we hear; for we live in perilous, difficult times: 
 
2Ti 3:1-5 ESV  But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty.  (2)  For people 
will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, 
unholy,  (3)  heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving good,  (4)  
treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God,  (5)  having the 
appearance of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such people. 
 
Text: James 1:19-27 (Exegesis of verses 23-27)  
(Jas 1:23 ESV)  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at 
his natural face in a mirror. 
 

1. Continuing his theme of exhorting doing, not just hearing, James describes a person who does 
the opposite.  He uses the image of a mirror to help his hearers understand the faulty logic and 
fallacy of such an attitude. 

2. A hearer is a like a person who looks at himself in a mirror.  Simply put, a mirror clearly shows 
one himself...and it doesn’t lie!  

3. This verse lets us know that just as one can look at himself “intently” and actually see what he 
looks like, so the “hearer only” does in fact see what God requires in His Word.  

4. The implication here is that there are NO EXCUSES for the hearer only.  He sees.  He knows.  
He’s just self-deceived. 

5. This is actually quite sad.  Whatever is amiss in the heart of such a person, they look into God’s 
Word, and decide to do something contrary to it. 

6. In his commentary on this verse, Mathew Henry wrote, “The use we are to make of God's word 
may be learnt from its being compared to a glass, in which a man may behold his natural face. 
As a looking-glass shows us the spots and defilements upon our faces, that they may be 
remedied and washed off, so the word of God shows us our sins, that we may repent of them 
and get them pardoned; it shows us what is amiss, that it may be amended. There are glasses 
that will flatter people; but that which is truly the word of God is no flattering glass. If you flatter 
yourselves, it is your own fault; the truth, as it is in Jesus, flatters no man. Let the word of truth 
be carefully attended to, and it will set before you the corruption of your nature, the disorders of 
your hearts and lives; it will tell you plainly what you are.” 

 
(Jas 1:24 ESV)  For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 
 

1. A “hearer only,” operating in self-deception, “looks at himself,” truly sees himself, and 
incredibly, “goes away and at once forgets.” 



2. This is astonishing.  Remember, James is talking to believers!  How can a believer do this?  
Apparently, they were doing it then and we do it now!  Help us Lord! 

3. Not only that, but the Scripture says “at once forgets.”  KJV says, “straightway.”  It happens fast!  
How can this be?  Remember our lesson from last week: the hearer-only is self-deceived. 

4. William McDonald wrote on this verse, “It is easy to read the Bible casually or because of a 
sense of duty without being affected by what we read.  We see what we ought to be but we 
quickly forget and live as if we were already perfect.  This type of self-satisfaction prevents 
spiritual progress.” 

5. Mathew Henry is a bit more straightforward: “This is the true description of one who hears the 
word of God and does it not. How many are there who, when they sit under the word, are 
affected with their own sinfulness, misery, and danger, acknowledge the evil of sin, and their 
need of Christ; but, when their hearing is over, all is forgotten, convictions are lost, good 
affections vanish, and pass away like the waters of a land-flood: he straightway forgets.” 

 
(Jas 1:25 ESV)  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. 
 

1. Finally…some hope!  
2. God’s Word is called perfect.  It is also called law.  Yep.  Law in the New Testament.    This 

particular reference certainly includes the Moral Law (summarized by the Ten Commandments), 
but by implication, also includes the whole counsel of God.  Do we dare think the New 
Testament isn’t to be obeyed? 

3. I love this phrase: “the perfect law, the law of liberty.”  
a. Psa 19:7-11 ESV  The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the 

LORD is sure, making wise the simple;  (8)  the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing 
the heart; the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes;  (9)  the fear of 
the LORD is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous 
altogether.  (10)  More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter 
also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.  (11)  Moreover, by them is your 
servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward.  

4. Understand James here: the Word of God is perfect; it has requirements (law); but it is also 
liberating!  In other words, the obedience God requires (hearing AND doing) is meant to be a 
blessing to us! 

5. CRCC…just understanding and embracing the phrase, “law of liberty” is life changing.  In an 
instant, one can go from fighting God’s Word to seeing it more as He does: His instructions for 
His honor and our good!!! 

a. His truth frees us! 
b. His truth benefits us! 
c. His truth protects us! 
d. His truth causes us to worship Him acceptably! 
e. Hallelujah!!!!!  Therefore, the believer is called to “persevere” in it.  In what?  In obeying 

Scripture!  AAAANNNNNNDDDDD…a promise… 
 

…he will be blessed in his doing. 
 
(Jas 1:26 ESV)  If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this 
person's religion is worthless. 
 



1. James gives two examples of hearing AND doing to make his point clear…two points by the way 
that remain difficult for all: controlling the tongue (v26) and serving others (v27). 

2. He extends these points quite a bit in chapters two and three, so we’ll get to them… 
3. But for today, what is critical to understand is that this exhortation wasn’t theory for James.  He 

exhorted hearing AND doing to cause something to happen.  This wasn’t an ivory tower debate 
on law vs grace or obedience vs disobedience. 

4. As a pastor, James actually wanted his flock to change…to shift…and in this case, shift from 
inappropriate speech to appropriate and from doing little for widows and orphans to actually 
serving them! 

5. In other words, DO!  MOVE!  STOP WALKING IN SELF-DECEPTION!  ACT!  
 
(Jas 1:27 ESV)  Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and 
widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world. 
 

1. Friends, there is a difference between that which is pure and undefiled and that which is not.  
Yes, even in the New Testament under grace.   There is still right and wrong. 

2. James insists that a hearer AND a doer will not only bridle his tongue (coming in Chapter 3), but 
will also put his hand to the plow and serve others, particularly the disenfranchised. 

3. So then an obvious “do” for us is to “visit orphans and widows in their affliction.”  In what ways 
can our families and church help “widows” and serve children without mommies and daddies?  
Would it be a crazy statement to say that every family and every church should do this to some 
extent? 

4. Another obvious “do” for us is to “keep” ourselves “unstained from the world.”  This is yet 
another scriptural call to practical, daily, holiness.  So ask, “How might I unstain myself from the 
world?”  

5. This is what we should want: pure and undefiled faith and practice (religion) before God…where 
we love Him, and as a result, both hear and do.  May God give us strength. 

 
Final Exhortations from James 1:19-27: 

 CRCC, I call you to love the Lord your God with all your heart and obey Him. 

 I exhort you to look for ways TO obey Him, not search for ways to NOT obey Him. 

 I call you to take on the attitude of the Psalmist in Ps 119: “Psa 119:47-48 ESV  for I find my delight in 
your commandments, which I love.  (48)  I will lift up my hands toward your commandments, which I 
love, and I will meditate on your statutes.” 

 I implore you to study God’s Holy Word and humbly submit yourself to His precepts, principles, and 
patterns. 

 I urge you to consider last week’s message on defeating self-deception, maybe even working 
through it some in family devotions. 

 I encourage you to do all these things in Christian love and mercy, fighting against any sort of 
personal arrogance or pride. 

 But I also call you to NOT be ashamed of Christ, His Gospel, or anything He has commanded us: 
 

Luk 9:23-26 ESV  And he said to all, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me.  (24)  For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 
his life for my sake will save it.  (25)  For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and 
loses or forfeits himself?  (26)  For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words, of him will the Son 
of Man be ashamed when he comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels. 



(emphasis mine) 
 

Gal 1:10 ESV  For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I trying to please man? If I 
were still trying to please man, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

 
The true church doesn’t look for ways to dishonor her Lord or change obvious Texts; the true church 
picks up her cross and follows Jesus.  Let us be a true church.   
 
In Jesus’ Name, 
 
Amen. 


