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James	1:22-25	But	prove	yourselves	doers	of	 the	word,	and	not	merely	hearers	
who	delude	themselves.	For	if	anyone	is	a	hearer	of	the	word	and	not	a	doer,	he	
is	 like	a	man	who	looks	at	his	natural	face	in	a	mirror;	for	once	he	has	looked	at	
himself	 and	 gone	 away,	 he	 has	 immediately	 forgotten	 what	 kind	 of	 person	 he	
was.	But	one	who	looks	intently	at	the	perfect	law,	the	law	of	liberty,	and	abides	
by	it,	not	having	become	a	forgetful	hearer	but	an	effectual	doer,	this	man	will	be	
blessed	in	what	he	does.	

My	translation:		

Now,	 become	 doers	 of	 (the)	 word	 and	 not	 only	 hearers,	 deceiving	 yourselves.	
Because	if	any	man	is	a	hearer	of	(the)	word	and	not	a	doer,	this	one	is	likened	to	
a	man	who	considers	his	natural	face	in	a	mirror,	for	after	considering	himself	and	
has	 gone	 away	 and	 has	 immediately	 forgotten	what	 he	was	 like.	Now,	 the	 one	
who	has	looked	the	perfect	law	of	freedom	and	after	he	remains	in	with	it,	after	
not	becoming	a	forgetful	hearer	but	a	doer	of	work,	this	man	shall	be	happy	in	his	
doing.	

Exegetical	Analysis:	

The	connection	between	verses	19-21	is	clear.	James	just	instructed	them	to	receive	the	fundamental	

word;	now,	that	word	must	also	be	acted	upon.	Remember	that	the	word	is	able	to	save	your	souls.	But	

what	we	have	to	know	is	that	faith	without	works	is	useless.		

Receiving	the	word	is	step	one;	then	being	doers	of	the	word	is	step	two.	For	if	someone	says	he	has	

the	fundamental	word	(he	has	received	it)	and	does	not	have	works,	can	the	word	that	has	been	

received	save	him?	(cf	James	2:14-16).		

Last	lesson,	we	saw	that	that	the	person	is	to	make	a	change	and	become	a	doer.	We	saw	that	this	

instruction	is	not	new	the	Jewish	believers.	The	Hebrew	Scriptures	are	clear	that	God	expects	the	one	who	

believes	to	also	act	in	such	a	way	that	God	expects.		

Being	ones	who	are	hearers	only,	they	are	said	to	have	deluded	themselves.	The	word	is	“παραλογίζομαι	

paralogizomai.”	This	word	is	a	compound	word	“para”	and	“logizomai.”	The	combination	of	these	words	

means	to	circumvent	reasoning,	to	mis-reckon,	to	deceive.	It	is	used	one	other	time	in	Colossians	2:4	with	

the	same	understanding.	What	is	the	deception?	What	is	the	misunderstanding?	The	believer	who	is	not	a	

doer	of	the	word	thinks	that	having	the	right	doctrine	means	that	he	is	living	a	proper	life.	What	they	do	

not	see	is	that	by	not	doing	the	right	thing	when	opportunities	arise	is	sin	(4:17);	allowing	that	sin	to	come	

to	full	fruition	only	accomplishes	death	(1:13-15).	
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If	a	believer	wants	to	be	complete,	be	whole,	and	be	an	acceptable	servant	of	God	then	one	must	

become	a	doer	of	the	word	and	not	a	hearer	only.	This	stern	reminder	also	comes	with	a	vivid	mental	

picture.	

The	one	who	is	not	a	doer	but	a	hearer	only	is	likened	unto	a	man	who	looks	at	his	natural	face	in	a	mirror	

and	after	considering	himself,	he	has	gone	away,	immediately	forgot	what	he	was	like.		

It	is	interesting	that	the	verb,	he	has	gone	away,	is	in	the	perfect	active	indicative	tense.	This	is	the	

verb	that	is	in	contrast	to	the	next	scenario.	Think	of	the	scenario.	Someone	is	going	out.	He	gets	up	

and,	on	the	way	out,	he	stops	to	look	in	the	mirror	and	just	keeps	on	walking.	He	is	already	gone	and	

even	though	he	looks	in	the	mirror	he	is	not	really	looking	but	only	does	so	out	of	habit,	or	because	

that	is	what	you	are	supposed	to	do,	etc.	

In	the	next	part,	the	scenario	remains	the	same.	The	person	has	looked	but	this	time	he	has	remained	

in.	The	contrast	to	“having	gone	away”	is	in	the	participle	“παραμένω	paramenō.”	This	is	an	intensified	

word	for	remain	or	stay.	He	stayed	there;	the	implication	is	that	when	he	looks,	he	properly	responds.	

Before	we	move	forward	in	the	scenario,	we	must	be	careful	not	to	draw	too	much	from	the	example.	

The	main	idea	is	what’s	in	verses	21-22.	One	who	is	effective,	mature,	complete,	whole	as	a	believer	is	

one	who	takes	hold	of	the	word	and	is	a	doer	of	that	word.	That	is	the	main	point;	we	use	the	

metaphor	for	this	purpose	and	nothing	else.	We	review	the	word,	receive	the	word,	and	then	we	act	

upon	the	word.		

The	person	who	is	a	doer	of	the	word	and	not	a	forgetful	hearer,	he	will	be	happy	in	his	doing.	Why	will	

he	be	happy?	James	1:12	—	he	has	taken	the	opportunity	and	made	a	proper	decision	using	the	word	

as	the	basis	for	his	decision.	He	has	seen	the	opportunity	and	did	what	was	right.	He	did	not	fall	into	

temptation	by	doing	something	else	or	nothing	at	all.	The	believer	who	responds	appropriately	to	the	

word	of	God,	by	both	believing	additional	content	and	doing,	will	receive	the	crown	of	life.	

James	does	something	unique	in	verses	23-25.	He	adds	in	a	reality	within	the	metaphor.	The	mirror	is	

replaced	with	the	perfect	law	of	freedom.	The	word	perfect	is	“τέλειος	teleios”	which	indicates	complete,	

mature,	and	perfect.	If	this	law	is	complete,	then	the	standard	is	God’s	completion	and	is	therefore	

without	sin;	it	is	not	incomplete.	

The	perfect	law	of	freedom—	The	perfect	law,	the	complete	law	is	clarified	by	freedom.	Some	of	the	

translations	use	liberty.	The	word	in	Greek	is	“ἐλευθερία	eleutheria.”	This	word	is	defined	as	“the	state	
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of	being	free.”	Freedom	or	liberty	is	normally	contrasted	to	law	(Galatians	4:21,5:1-6)	but,	in	this	text,	

we	have	the	law	of	freedom	(James	2:12).	

The	question	is	obvious:	to	what	is	James	referring?	There	is	little	agreement	as	to	what	this	is.	Since	

this	comes	up	again	in	James	2:12,	it	is	important	to	define	this	term.	Here	are	some	opinions.	

• This	is	the	perfected	Law	of	Moses;	through	Christ	the	Jews	can	now	meet	the	requirements	of	

the	Covenant	Law.	The	Holy	Spirit	now	enables	them	to	do	according	to	all	that	is	written.	

Freedom	speaks	to	the	freedom	to	follow	the	Law	not	bound	by	the	inability	before	the	Holy	

Spirit	was	given.		

o This	is	a	little	hyper-dispensational	in	that	the	writer	states	that	this	concept	is	not	for	

the	Gentiles	as	per	the	Pauline	letters.	This	is	not	compatible	with	any	view	of	Scripture	

and	is	rejected	as	an	explanation	of	this	text.		

• This	refers	to	the	completed	law	in	Christ,	who	fulfilled	the	first	and	establishes	the	second.	

This	places	the	believers	under	the	New	Covenant	and	we	should	follow	the	law	that	is	written	

on	our	hearts.	This	is	freeing,	following	the	principles	of	the	Law	but	not	the	letter	of	the	Law.		

o This	is	contrary	to	what	the	New	Covenant	is	about.	We	are	not	under	the	New	

Covenant;	we	do	not	have	the	Law	of	God	written	on	our	hearts.	We	do	not	take	the	

place	of	Israel.	This	explanation	is	also	rejected.	

• The	Law	of	Freedom	refers	to	the	spiritual	emphasis	of	the	entire	Bible.	This	view	states	that	

the	Mosaic	Law	was	misused	and	that	it	was	not	intended	to	be	a	physical	adherence	but	a	

spiritual	truth.	Now	that	Jesus	has	come	and	ascended,	we	have	the	Holy	Spirit,	which	

provides	us	insight	using	the	Bible.	That	insight	is	now	the	Law	of	Freedom.		

o This	explanation	requires	someone	to	allegorize	Scripture.	They	take	the	content	of	the	

Hebrew	Scriptures	and	find	the	deeper	meaning	through	contemplation.	This	is	

rejected	due	to	a	subjective	and	non-verifiable	method	of	evaluating	Scripture.		

• This	is	the	Law	of	Christ	(Messiah).	This	is	the	law	of	love,	the	weightier	aspects	of	the	law	are	

justice,	mercy,	and	faithfulness	(Matthew	23:23).	

o Theologically,	this	sounds	very	appealing.	The	Law	of	Christ	is	mentioned	elsewhere	

and	the	overall	message	seems	to	fit.	The	idea	of	loving	one	another	is	also	fund	in	

James	2:8	as	James	quotes	the	Royal	Law.	The	command	to	love	is	not	expressed	again,	

although	one	can	argue	that	James	is	emphatically	expressing	the	attributes	of	love	in	

the	rest	of	the	letter.	Further	examination	is	required.	
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• The	Law	of	Freedom	is	the	principle	of	being	in	alignment	with	the	new	nature	in	Christ.	That	

person	is	conforming	to	Jesus	and	becoming	Christ-like.	Thus,	the	freedom	is	acting	in	

accordance	with	who	he	is.	When	we	live	expressing	our	true	nature	then	we	are	enjoying	the	

liberty	of	being	ourselves.	

o This	is	agreeable	as	a	theological	explanation.	The	problem	is	that	the	text	does	not	

express	this	in	direct	terms.	The	message	of	James	is	to	do.	If	living	naturally	out	of	the	

character	of	Christ	was	this	simple,	then	this	letter	would	have	been	written	trying	to	

make	sure	the	readers	took	on	the	character	of	Jesus.	The	content	of	the	letter	

indicates	that	the	readers	had	a	positive	understanding	of	the	truth	of	the	word	but	are	

making	bad	choices.	Living	out	the	character	of	Jesus	is	sometimes	difficult;	the	choice	

is	sometimes	hard.		

o The	conflict	of	the	two	natures	must	also	be	understood.	If	living	in	the	character	of	

who	we	really	are	is	freeing,	is	it	not	also	to	love	according	to	the	old	sin	nature	also	

freeing?	The	explanation	looses	in	this	regard,	although	I	agree	that	a	person	is	to	take	

on	the	character	of	Christ;	first	we	learn	about	the	character	of	Jesus,	then	we	act	in	

accordance	with	who	He	is.	But	is	that	the	Law	of	Freedom?	

The	idea	of	freedom	for	the	Jew	was	challenged	specifically	by	Jesus	and	needs	to	be	understood	first	from	

a	Hebraic	sense.	In	John	8:31-36,	we	see	Jesus	makes	a	statement	about	freedom.	This	freedom	is	in	

regard	to	being	set	free	from	sin	and	the	bondage	of	sin.	Here,	it	is	clear	that	freedom	is	not	free	to	sin	but	

freedom	from	the	natural	tendency	to	sin.	Being	in	bondage	is	equated	to	the	slavery	of	that	which	causes	

us	to	sin.	

There	is	also	one	other	Hebraic	epistle	that	addresses	freedom.	In	1st	Peter	2:16	–	Be	as	free	men	and	do	

not	have	the	freedom	as	a	covering	for	evil	but	as	slaves	of	God.	As	a	creation	of	God,	and	now	having	

been	declared	righteous	through	Jesus	Christ	we	now	have	a	choice,	to	serve	God	or	to	serve	sin.	If	we	say	

that	we	choose	neither,	then	realize	that	in	fact	we	are	choosing	sin	over	God.	

Paul	also	speaks	of	the	freedom	in	Jesus.	2nd	Corinthians	3:12-18;	Galatians	5:13-18;	6:1-2.	Here	we	have	

information	about	freedom,	but	not	using	that	freedom	as	opportunity	for	the	desires	of	the	flesh.	Paul	

clearly	understood	the	conundrum:	we	have	been	set	free	to	serve	Christ.	We	use	our	freedom	to	serve	

God	by	loving	others.	If	we	are	acting	in	selfish	ambition	or	pleasing	ourselves,	we	are	living	in	accordance	

to	that	from	which	we	have	been	freed.	Lifting	one	another	out	of	difficulty,	physical	or	spiritual,	is	a	

fulfillment	of	the	Law	of	Liberty,	the	chief	principle,	the	Law	of	Christ,	love	one	another.	
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What	is	the	Law	of	Freedom?	The	Law	of	Freedom	is	the	instruction	that	takes	us	away	from	the	law	of	sin	

and	death.	The	Law	of	Freedom	is	fulfilled	in	“Love	one	another.”	How	is	this	performed?	

• Taking	on	the	character	of	Jesus	Christ	(Philippians	2:1-5)	

• Abiding	in	the	word	and	love	of	Jesus	Christ	which	gives	us	the	ability	to	love	(John	15:4-12)	

• Choosing	to	act	in	alignment	with	the	character	of	Jesus	in	love,	looking	out	for	one	another		
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James	1:26-27	 If	anyone	thinks	himself	to	be	religious,	and	yet	does	not	bridle	his	
tongue	 but	 deceives	 his	 own	 heart,	 this	 man's	 religion	 is	 worthless.	 Pure	 and	
undefiled	religion	in	the	sight	of	our	God	and	Father	 is	this:	to	visit	orphans	and	
widows	in	their	distress,	and	to	keep	oneself	unstained	by	the	world.	

These	last	two	verses	provide	the	conclusion	for	verses	19-25.	These	two	verses	sum	up	the	main	point	of	the	

text	–	it	speaks	to	what	is	said	and	what	is	done	in	his	religion.		

My	translation:		

If	anyone	supposes	to	be	pious	while	not	bridling	his	tongue	but	seducing	his	heart;	
this	 piousness	 is	 worthless.	 Pure	 and	 undefiled	 piousness	 before	 (our)	 God	 and	
Father	is	this,	to	look	after	orphans	and	widows	in	their	tribulation,	to	keep	oneself	
unblemished	from	the	world.	

				

Exegetical	Analysis:	

This	begins	with	a	scenario.	The	problem	with	scenarios	is	that	we	think	of	them	as	exclusive.	What	James	

is	speaking	of	is	not	the	only	“test”	of	a	person	who	thinks	of	himself	to	be	pious,	and	the	what	to	do	is	

also	not	the	single	action	that	makes	someone	pious.		

Notice	that	I	am	not	using	the	word	religious.	That	is	because	religion	comes	with	a	lot	of	baggage.	We	

need	to	define	these	words	better	so	as	not	to	draw	in	confusion	from	our	own	misconception.	Religion	is	

normally	used	in	antithesis	to	someone	who	is	atheistic;	it	is	used	from	someone	who	is	a	church-goer	(not	

secular)	or	one	who	practices	a	religion	regularly.	

The	word	indicates	someone	who	is	trying	to	score	points	with	a	deity,	someone	who	performs	or	

participates	in	liturgical	practices.	For	the	most	part,	those	in	this	body	would	be	considered	religious	

because	of	regular	church	attendance.	The	normal	conclusion	from	these	two	verses	is	that	the	test	of	

a	good	religion	is	based	upon	three	things:	control	of	the	tongue,	taking	care	of	the	needy,	not	sinning.		

Many	would	interpret	this,	then,	as	if	you	do	those	things	then	you’re	on	the	right	path.	I	have	no	need	

to	tell	you	this;	you	know	that	this	conclusion	is	wrong,	but	why	is	it	wrong?	

The	word	for	religion	comes	from	the	word	group	“θρῆσκος	thrēskos.”	There	is	very	little	usage	of	this	

in	the	New	Testament	(Acts	26:4-5;	Colossians	2:18,20-23).	What	this	refers	to	is	the	system	a	person	

uses	to	worship.	To	the	Jews	there	was	a	specific	manner	in	which	a	person	honored	God.		This	was	

done	in	the	synagogue.	They	would	pray,	read	from	the	Hebrew	Scriptures,	and	discuss	them.	
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The	person	who	is	regularly	at	the	synagogue	and	is	faithful	in	attendance,	who	participates	in	

synagogue	events,	who	may	help	out	in	the	upkeep	or	even	teaching	is	thought	to	be	pious.	As	we	

have	seen	before,	there	are	a	few	things	to	consider.	First,	why	is	this	being	done?	Romans	10:1-4	–	if	

the	motivation	is	to	impress	God	with	one’s	own	righteousness,	then	the	effort	is	futile.	The	second	

thing	is	what	James	is	considering.	The	person	that	does	not	have	the	qualities	listed	has	a	system	of	

worship	that	is	not	functioning	properly.		

But	the	other	observation	is	this:	the	actions	are	not	how	to	become	pious.	The	actions	are	indicative	

of	a	person	who	is	whole	and	complete.	James	does	not	say	do	not	have	a	system	of	worship	(that	is	

not	discussed	in	the	book,	it	is	assumed	the	readers	do).	

What	we	can	see	from	other	letters	is	that	the	coming	together	is	to	learn	about	the	word	of	God	and	

to	worship	God	in	spirit	and	in	truth.	The	goal	of	the	instruction	is	to	have	the	people	take	on	

ministries,	serving	one	another	in	love	(1st	Peter	4:8-10;	Hebrews	10:23-25).		

The	organization	can	but	is	not	prescribed	in	the	Bible	to	give	an	outlet	for	service.	It	is	each	person’s	

responsibility	to	involve	himself	in	service	to	one	another.	If	a	person	is	not	performing	in	the	three	

general	areas	then	the	basis	for	the	action	has	proven	to	be	worthless,	having	no	impact,	it	is	dead.	

The	first	area	is	that	of	bridling	the	tongue.		The	word	bridle	is	literal	and	normally	refers	to	the	bit	in	a	

horse’s	mouth.	The	details	of	this	are	found	in	verse	19	(slow	to	speak,	slow	to	wrath)	but	are	continued	in	

3:1-12	and	also	continued	in	4:1-12.	As	a	person	grows	in	truth,	he	also	has	the	ability	to	function	properly	

as	he	is	being	led	(controlled	by	the	Holy	Spirt).	

The	next	area	is	to	look	after	orphans	and	widows	in	their	tribulation.	Normally	translated	“visit”	the	word	

“ἐπισκέπτομαι	episkeptomai”	is	an	intensified	form	of	“skopós”	which	means	to	inspect,	watch.	This	

means	to	have	a	careful	examination,	to	help	a	person,	to	exercise	oversight,	to	look	after	(Matthew	

25:42-43;	Luke	7:14-16;	Hebrews	2:6).			

We	must	understand	the	culture	in	this	reference	and	draw	the	principle.	The	socio-economic	situation	

in	their	time	was	that	of	complete	need	if	there	was	not	an	able-bodied	male	adult	to	care	for	the	

family.	There	were	no	state-run	orphanages.	If	someone	did	not	take	in	an	orphan,	the	child	would	

likely	die.	The	widow	also	would	have	issues	finding	sustainable	work	and	would	regularly	rely	upon	

others	to	eat.	This	is	why	the	early	church	focused	on	sharing	and	taking	care	of	the	poor.	

In	our	day,	the	need	is	still	there	but	the	need	may	be	shifted.	The	principle	behind	this	is	to	take	care	

of	those	who	are	in	need,	to	help	them	with	necessities.	Because	of	the	richness	of	our	country,	food	
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and	clothing	may	not	be	the	need.	The	need	may	be	in	other	forms:	time	spent,	love	demonstrated,	

actions	performed.	Giving	money	is	both	necessary	and	good	for	some	people	and	organizations,	but	

what	the	greater	need,	as	expressed	in	the	word	“look	after,”	may	cost	us	what	we	often	value	the	

most	–	our	time.	

What	is	also	not	expressed	here	but	is	expressed	later	in	the	letter	is	that	the	primary	responsibility	is	

to	the	brothers	and	sisters	in	Christ.	This	does	not	mean	not	to	take	care	of	those	outside;	that	may	be	

excellent	for	evangelism	purposes,	but	our	responsibility	is	to	take	care	of	the	house	first.	

Finally,	we	have	to	be	unstained	from	the	world.	There	is	a	reality	and	there	is	a	practice	in	regard	to	being	

unblemished.	The	first	is	a	reality	by	which	Christ	presents	believers	to	the	Father	(Ephesians	5:25-27),	but	

there	is	also	a	responsibility	to	be	unblemished	as	a	believer	(1st	Timothy	6:13-14).	The	person	who	

remains	faithful	to	God	and	keeps	apart	from	the	world	is	able	to	be	the	witness	that	God	expects.	That	

person	does	not	discredit	the	Gospel	but	gives	those	around	him	a	reason	to	glorify	God	(James	3:17-18;	

1st	Peter	2:12).			

	

Conclusion:	

Let	every	man	be	quick	in	hearing,	slow	in	speaking,	slow	in	wrath.	Why?	

Because	man’s	wrath	does	not	accomplish	God’s	righteousness.	So,	what	is	to	be	done?	

After	putting	off	all	the	fifth	and	wickedness,	receive	the	fundamental	word	which	is	able	to	save	your	

souls	from	being	useless	and	fruitless	and	possibly	even	premature	physical	death.	

	 So,	all	we	have	to	do	is	receive	the	fundamental	word?	

Also,	become	a	doer	of	the	word	and	not	a	hearer	only	so	that	the	doer	may	be	happy	in	what	he	does.	

A	person	who	is	a	worshipper	of	God	needs	to	understand	that	it	is	not	only	in	learning	and	growing,	

but	also	in	service	to	the	church	and	in	service	to	others	outside	so	as	to	have	an	evangelistic	outreach.	

If	one	does	not	have	control	over	what	he	says	(blessing	and	cursing),	does	not	look	after	those	in	

need,	and	does	not	keep	himself	unstained	from	the	world	is	worthless,	the	learning	he	has	done	has	

no	real	value	unless	it	is	enacted.		

	


