
Dr. J. Paul Tanner                                General Epistles                                James 1:19—2:13 

 

 

 

Sep 27, 2000                                                              3.1                                                                       

S  E  S  S  I  O  N    T  H  R  E  E  

BECOMING A DOER OF THE WORD 

James 1:19—2:13 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Today's session involves two separate (but related) sections.  The first (1:19-27) completes 

chapter one and the concern about responding rightly to trials.  The second section (2:1-13) 

initiates the second movement within the book in which the author will deal with selected sins 

that he feels the readers are struggling with. 

 

II. RELATIONSHIP OF 1:19-27 TO THE PRECEDING MATERIAL 
 

In the first two sections of chapter one, the author has presented two contrasting scenarios.  One 

is a pathway leading to godly character and the other is a pathway leading to a destructive 

lifestyle. 

 

Cycle A  -- Trials Cycle B  -- Temptation
1:2-11 1:12-18

Trials Endurance

Perfect/Complete Approved
Crown of Life

Temptation Lust

Sin Death

Leads to Godly Character Short-circuits Godly Character
\ 

 

The author is not suggesting, however, that the only solution is to grit one's teeth and endure the 

trial.  He has already mentioned that God is ready to give the believer "wisdom" if it is asked 

for in faith.  In Jas 1:19-27, the author presents the main key:  to vitally lay hold of the Word of 

God and become a doer of it. 

 

III. OUR NEED FOR A TRUE RECEPTION OF THE WORD (1:19-27) 
 

 A. The Solution To Avoid the Consequence of "Death"  (1:19-21) 

Take notice that these three verses are addressed to "my beloved brethren," i.e., he is 

writing to those who are already Christians. 

 

1. A Word of Caution For the One Who Wants A Righteous Godly Life (1:19-20) 

 

   a. The phrases "quick to hear, slow to speak"  

These are actually one and the same thing.  In light of the context, we should 

understand this addressed to those undergoing trials.  They have a special 

need to listen for God's wisdom and learn what God is teaching them. 
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   b. "slow to anger" 

(1) Contextually, this is a reminder that it is very easy to resort to anger 

when facing trial and under stress.  It may also be a subtle way of 

cautioning the readers not to become angry at God (the previous 

paragraph warned of blaming God). 

    (2) Verse 20 

When he mentions the "righteousness of God," he is not thinking about 

the gift of righteousness that comes at the moment we believe (Phil 

3:9).  Rather, he is talking about our sanctification . . . our becoming 

more righteous in character (Heb 12:11).  The goal of trials from God 

is to develop our character, but responding in anger will be 

counterproductive to this.  [Not saying that all anger is wrong]. 

 

  2. The Solution Presented:  Moral Cleansing and Reception of the Word (1:21) 

This is the key verse to this whole section and even to the first chapter, and here the 

author presents the solution for overcoming the "death syndrome."  The Christian 

who is interested in cooperating with God in the matter of sanctification (for which 

trials are necessary) must be willing to do two things: 

 

a. Negatively:  to put aside all filthiness and whatever wickedness that remains 

the word for filthiness (ruparivan) means moral uncleanness 

 

b. Positively:  to fully embrace the Word of God 

(1) There must be a humility before the Word—you must truly believe that 

this is a revelation from God Himself and you are willing to submit 

every detail of your life to it.  

(2) The term used for "Word" is "logos" (logo").  This was used in vs 18 

of the gospel, but it should be interpreted here in light of the following 

verses which clearly reveal that it is the Word of God in general, not 

just the gospel. 

(3) We are to receive "the Word implanted" 

The word implanted is the Greek word ejvmfuto".  It only occurs here in 

the NT, but it does occur in the LXX in Wisdom of Solomon 12:10 in 

the phrase "malice bred in them."  In this case, the author was charging 

that malice had become part of the warp and woof of their being 

because it had been cultivated so long.  It was deeply ingrained in 

them.  The point:  the Word of God must be deeply rooted and 

cultivated within us until we naturally think and act in accordance with 

it. 

(4) The capability of "the Word implanted" 

The author holds out the hope for us that it is "able to save your souls."  

But what does he mean by this? 

 

GK = toVn dunavmenon sw'sai taV" yucaV" uJmw'n 
 
Clarification:  He probably does not mean salvation from sin (which 

takes place at the moment we believe the gospel).  Not regeneration. 
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(a) The word "save" in the NT often means something else 

besides save from sin (e.g., deliver).  Cf. Heb 5:7. 

(b) The Gk construction of dunamai + inf. form of swzw 

occurs 12x in the NT, but always refers to a future matter 

in the NT, not one already realized. 

(c) The idea of "save the soul" is used again in Jas 5:20.  

There it has nothing to do with salvation/New Birth but 

with repentance:  turning a Christian from sin will save 

(i.e., deliver) his soul from death.  Note especially how the 

words "save" and "soul" are combined with "death." 

 

Conclusion:  the author is not thinking about regeneration, but about 

the power of the Word (if we allow it to deeply root within us) to 

deliver us from the vicious cycle of temptation that leads to spiritual 

death in our lives.  Rather, we can be sanctified and truly live, i.e., 

experience the fullness of spiritual life and the joy & benefit of godly 

character. 

 

 B. Clarification of What It Means to "Receive the Word"  (1:22-27) 

The author has just presented the solution these Christians undergoing trial need to 

realize.  Any realization of the "righteousness of God" within us can only come by the 

right response to God's Word.  Now he will clarify what he has in mind by that:  not a 

mere lip-service to the Word but a living out of the Word as a result of abiding in it. 

 

  1. Exhortation:  Be a "Doer," not merely a deluded "Hearer" (1:22) 

The author's point is simple:  if you have truly received the Word implanted, you 

will become a doer of the Word.  The very fact that he is exhorting them strongly 

suggests that the "mere hearers" are Christians, i.e., Christians can be deluded to 

the point that they are merely hearers of the Word.  There is nothing in the context 

to suggest that the author is thinking of non-Christians. 

 

  2. A Description of the "Doer" and the "Hearer" (1:23-25) 

 

   a. The "Hearer" Described:  Remains Unchanged (1:23-24) 

James uses a simple illustration from daily life.  All of us know what it 

means to look at ourselves in the mirror.  Such an exercise does nothing to 

change us.  We walk away unchanged.  That is why we must come to the 

Word with humility (vs 21)—we must admit we need changing and desire to 

be changed by what God reveals to us in His Word.  The Word is not just 

"for information sake." 

 

   b. The "Doer" Described:  Attains to Blessedness (1:25) 

Notice that James does not frown on "hearing the Word."  Indeed, we are to 

look intently at it (cf. Prov 2:1-6).  But he says this must be balanced by 

"abiding by it."  Our thoughts throughout the day must be on how we can 

obey the Lord by obeying His Word.  Notice the outcome if we do:  we will 

be blessed in what we do.  [May have Ps 1 in mind:  blessed / law]. 
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  3. An Illustration of the "Doer" and the "Hearer"  (1:26-27) 

Now that James has described both the "hearer" and "doer," he now provides an 

example of each to reinforce his point. 

 

   a. An Illustration of the "Hearer" (1:26) 

It is interesting that James chooses the particular example of the tongue.  

This recalls vs 19 and anticipates what he will say in 3:1-12 and 4:11-12.  He 

knows this is a problem for many of them.  Notice in this verse that a 

Christian can be completely self-deceived to think he is actually "religious." 

 

   b. An Illustration of the "Doer" (1:27) 

What we think about ourselves is not important, but what God thinks.  So 

James presents two concerns that God is burdened about.  These are 

obviously not the only concerns of God, but they are certainly high on His 

list.  The first is the treatment of orphans and widows—an issue strongly 

argued for in the OT (see Ex 22:22; Deut 14:24; Isa 1:10-17; and Ps 68:5).  

"Doer" of the Word will be concerned for the less fortunate, a theme James 

will take up in greater detail in chapter 2.  The second concern is "keeping 

oneself unstained by the world."  This is closely related to the first.  To be 

stained by the world probably means to be infected by the world's 

selfishness, greed and indifference to others (in light of the context, and his 

subsequent address of this topic in 4:1-5). 

 

IV. A CALL TO AVOID FAVORITISM AND AN APPEAL TO LOVE AND 

EXTEND MERCY (2:1-13) 
 

TRANSITION:  Chapter one was basically concerned with the believer's sanctification—

becoming "righteous" experientially ("perfect and complete" as he said in 1:4).  This will 

happen as we deal with sin in our lives and respond rightly to the Word of God.  In the process, 

God will use trials to bring out areas of our lives that need to be dealt with.  With this in mind, 

he now moves on in chapters 2:1—4:12 to deal with several specific areas of sin that he knew 

his readers needed to deal with.  He begins with the subject of favoritism.  The concern for the 

"less fortunate" mentioned at the end of ch 1 is now given greater attention.  James confronts 

the issue in 2:1-7 and then reinforces this with an appeal to Scripture in 2:8-13. 

 

 A. The Confrontation Concerning the Sin of Favoritism (2:1-7) 

 

  1. The Exhortation Not To Engage in Favoritism (2:1) 

a. In the Gk, the text does not say "our glorious Lord Jesus Christ" (so NASB), but 

the Lord Jesus Christ of glory.  We are reminded of His abode in glory and 

what He was willing to give up to live among us.  He who came from glory 

was never ashamed to keep company with the poor and less fortunate.  Those 

who put a premium on earthly riches need to contemplate our Lord's example. 

 

b. The issue of favoritism (i.e., showing partiality) 
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This teaches us that we are not to follow the world's standard of making 

decisions based on external factors . . . especially when it comes to 

measuring people.  Remember, God is not partial (Deut 10:17-18; Lev 19:15) 

 

  2. An Illustration of How Favoritism was Occurring (2:2-4) 

 

  3. The Reasoning Why Such Favoritism was Wrong (2:5-7) 

 

a. Notice the reference to "My brethren" in vs 1 and now "my beloved brethren" 

in vs 5.  It is important that we keep in mind that he is addressing genuine 

Christians. 

 

b. Vv 5-6a present the reasoning why the poor should be more honorable treated. 

(1) They may not be rich by the world's standard, but they can be rich in 

faith. 

(2) They certainly stand ready to be eternally rich, because they can be 

heirs of the kingdom.  This is probably looking forward to the 

establishment of the kingdom on earth at the Lord's return (Mt 

25:31,34).  But it is one thing to be in the Kingdom and another to 

"reign" with Christ in the Kingdom (2 Tim 2:12). 

 

   c. Vv 6b-7 present the reasoning why the rich should not get "special attention" 

Remember, these are general statements, not absolutes.  Many of these early 

Jewish Christians had been abused by the rich, so it is not appropriate that 

rich Christians in their assembly should be given better treatment than the 

poor.  God does raise up rich Christians to financially bless His work (1 Tim 

6:17). 

 

 B. Scriptural Truth Concerning the Sin of Favoritism (2:8-13) 

 

  1. The Commandment to "Love" Precludes Favoritism (2:8-11) 

 

   a. Favoritism Breaks the Command to "Love"  (2:8-9) 

This is probably called the "royal law" because the Lord Jesus pointed it out 

as one of the two greatest commandments (Lev 19:18).  Love represents the 

epitome of His kingdom ethic.  James's point is that this sin of partiality was 

a violation of this great commandment.  This also makes them transgressors 

of the Law, which these Jewish Christians undoubtedly cherished. 

 

   b. Obedience to the Word Cannot Be Selective  (2:10-11) 

These two verses are a digression on what he had said about being a 

transgressor.  He is not arguing that one must keep the whole law in order to 

be saved.  His point is that we cannot be content with obeying the parts of 

God's Word that we like and ignoring the rest.  Our obligation is to all God's 

will. 

 

2. The Importance of Extending Mercy In Light of Our Future Judgment (2:12-13) 
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 a. This is a step forward from what James presented in 1:19-27 

In that passage, obedience to the Word was demanded.  Now we learn that 

we will be judged on the basis of whether or not we were a doer of the Word. 

 b. What judgment is in view? 

Everything we do and say is to be done in light of the fact that we will one 

day face God's judgment.  But how does this fit with Jn 5:24.  The judgment 

that James has in view is not that of determining our eternal destiny, but 

rather the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor 5:9-11).  We must give an account 

to God of our earthly life for which we will be rewarded or denied reward. 

 

c. The motivation of acts of mercy 

When we stand before the Lord to give an account, we undoubtedly will 

hope for mercy.  If mercy is so important to us, we should want to treat 

others with mercy.  The poor and less fortunate should be the objects of our 

mercy (cf. Zech 7:9-10).  When he says "mercy triumphs over judgment, he 

probably means our mercy, not God's.  It is the mercy we have extended in 

life to others that will help us prevail when we come before the judgment 

seat of Christ.  The Lord will not forget our acts of mercy. 

 

FINAL LESSONS FROM OUR STUDY 
Notice the same principle at work behind 1:27 and 2:1, namely, “showing mercy.”  We should show 

mercy towards the poor, not treat them as 2
nd
 class.  Note 2:4 – don’t make distinctions based on 

worldly values. 


