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Applying the Word * James 1:19-25 

April 29, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I’ve always been a big fan of Lego.  When I was a kid, my parents got me this big plastic tool box and all 

my Lego went into there.  I’d spend hours with it, building stuff, searching for just the right piece, driving 

everyone a little crazy with that distinctive <crunch, crunch> sound that Lego makes when you’re 

digging through it.  (It’s impossible to search for a Lego piece quietly). 

 

I loved just making stuff up and I also loved getting new sets – I remember one Christmas, my mom and 

dad got me this big Lego castle and I recall sitting at the kitchen table, smelling chicken roasting in the 

background and following along step by step to put this really cool castle together.   

 

So I was really excited when I had kids of my own because that meant I could buy Lego.  For them ;)  For 

my kids ;). 

 

And it was really neat to see how Lego has developed throughout the years – they’ve come up with 

some neat new ways to connect bricks to other bricks and create some really intricate and innovative 

designs.   

 

One thing I’ve never done though is open up a brand new box of Lego, take out the directions and take a 

good look, then chuck it over my shoulder and say ‘I’m just going to do this myself.’   

 

That would be silly, right?  There are so many pieces and it can be hard to know how they all fit 

together, so if you want to succeed in this project, it just makes sense that you would pay attention to 

the directions, doesn’t it?  You don’t take the Lego instructions and say ‘oh, that’s nice’ and then chuck 

‘em over your shoulder.   

 

And yet, James says, that’s exactly what we do when we look at God’s Word and fail to apply it in our 

lives. We miss out on the fullness of life that God has for us and say ‘I’ll just figure it out myself,’ for 

better or for worse. 

 

But James doesn’t want us to settle for ‘the worse’ – he wants us to thrive as children of God, so in this 

morning’s passage, he says to us – “Don’t just hear the Word; do what it says.”  That’s James 1:22 - Do 

not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says (Jam 1:19-22 NIV). 

 

So that’s the challenge that’s before us this morning; let’s ask a couple of questions that will help us to 

meet that challenge. 

 

First – what exactly IS the Word James is talking about?  And second - what exactly can it do? 

 

What is the Word?  What can it do? 
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Let’s start with the first one – what exactly is the Word?   

 

James uses a couple of different expressions to describe it here – verses 21, 22, 23 he calls it ‘the word’ 

and then in verse 25, he calls it ‘the perfect law that gives freedom.’  In short, he’s talking about the 

Bible – he’s talking about all that God has revealed about Himself and set down as the way to abundant 

life.  So if you’re reading the NT, you’re reading the Word.  If you’re reading the OT thru the filter of 

Jesus (Platt, 428; Hughes; Blomberg, 92), you’re reading God’s Word.  When you read the psalms, the 

prophets, the histories, the Gospels, the letters, you are hearing God’s Word, and that, in its entirety is 

what we need to act on.   

 

Now a lot of people may say ‘oh but it’s so big and onerous to try and keep all those laws’ – but that’s 

not the way that the Bible describes itself, is it?  Look at how James describes it in verse 25 – God’s 

Word is ‘the perfect law of liberty.’  Not the legal code for sinners; not the OPP handbook on highway 

infractions – this is perfect law of liberty.  James is not describing something burdensome, he is 

describing something that gives life.  Something that gives freedom.   

 

That’s an idea that’s very much rooted in the OT – Psalm 19 says: 

7 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… 

 

James echoes that and says – God’s Word revives the soul and gives life, and that’s just as true today as 

it was in OT times.   

 

Popular culture has really made the Bible seem like a set of rules intended to keep us from having fun, 

but that’s not what it is.  Yes there are some rules there but they are intended to keep us safe; they are 

intended to set us up to thrive.   

 

After a long cold winter, I’m kind of looking forward to getting my lawn mower out and there’s a sticker 

on my lawnmower that says something like this: Thou shalt not stick your hands under the mower while 

it is running.  That’s ‘a rule,’ but I don’t begrudge that rule – abiding by it enables me to thrive.  Abiding 

by God’s Word does the same.   

 

So when James says ‘don’t just listen to the Word, but keep it,’ he’s talking about the Bible.  The whole 

of the Bible.  ‘Don’t just listen to the full counsel of God; do what it says.’ 

 

Now at this point, our instinct may be to ask ‘why?’  “Why should we not just listen to God’s Word, but 

do it?”  “What is it about the Bible that makes it worth listening to?”   

 

And this is where our second question kicks it – what can the Word do?  Now admittedly, all that we’ve 

said already applies – God’s Word is the perfect law that gives life – that’s a good reason to listening to 

it, but James actually develops the point in order to motivate us to do it.  He tells us that the Word can 



3 

 

do what human instinct can’t, the Word can save, and the Word leads to blessing.   

 

Let me show you what I mean. 

 

In the beginning of this passage, James is setting up a contrast between human instinct and God’s Word.  

In verse 19, he says: 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. 

 

Now I know that he says ‘anger’ here, rather than ‘instinct,’ but what lies at the heart of being quick to 

speak and slow to listen and quick to become angry?  The ‘instinct’ to have our own way.  The human 

impulse to impose our own wisdom on the world around us.  And that - James says – does not produce a 

righteous life in keeping with God’s standards (EBC).   And so he reminds us – quite helpfully – to be 

quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry – because that is consistent with the ways of 

God.   

 

So that’s the first part of the contrast - man's anger does not bring about the righteous life that God 

desires – but look at the other side of it – verse 21 –  

 

 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. 

 (Jam 1:20-21 NIV). 

 

Human instinct can’t produce a good life, but God’s Word can.  God’s Word, planted in your heart, can 

save you.   

 

At this point, I think James is doing something that he does quite often – he’s applying the Sermon on 

the Mount.  Remember the parable of the house on the sand and the house on the rock?  Jesus says 

‘everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his 

house upon a rock.’  His efforts withstand the judgment; he is saved through the storm; same thing here 

James says – by hearing God’s Word and doing it, we are saved for eternity. 

 

Now, I have to admit, that this could sound like works-righteousness – ‘if you obey God’s Word at every 

turn, then and only then will He save you’ but I think that something James has already said shuts that 

door pretty quickly.  Slide your finger up to verse 18, just before this and see what it says:  

 

17 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 (Jam 1:17-18 NIV). 

 

Tell me – how are we saved?  How are we born again?  By God’s choice.  Because of His great mercy.  By 
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the choice of a good and perfect Father who never changes.  We are saved because He chose to save us; 

we keep His Word because it shows us how to live as saved people.  How to live a life that is consistent 

with the forgiveness that God has extended and the future that He has promised us.   

 

So God’s Word does what human impulse can’t, God’s Word can save us, and it’s also true that God’s 

Word leads to blessing.  That’s really the ‘saved life’ that I was just talking about.   

 

Look at verse - 25 But the man [Anyone] 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. 

 

The Word can bless us.  And again, this is not a whimsical sort of – God says – ‘Wow Graham, you really 

impressed me today, I’m going to bless you tomorrow – following God’s Word naturally leads to blessing 

because God’s Word reveals the right way to live.     

 

Think of it like this – Julie has been working with a coach on marathon training and the coach has given 

her a training plan to follow.  So far, Julie has put in the work and seen the results – she does what the 

coach says and she’s getting faster and stronger.  Now, is she improving because she’s doing what the 

coach says and he’s making her stronger and faster?  No – it’s because she’s following the wise plans 

that he has laid before her.   

 

That’s God’s Word.  God has laid before us in His Word wise plans that show us to thrive in His world - 

by following them, we experience His blessing.   

 

God’s Word can do what we can’t; it can save us and it can bless us – those are all good reasons to not 

just hear it but also do it.   

 

The Bible is God’s Word which leads to salvation and blessing –  

 

Knowing that then, James says – don’t just listen to this Word that saves and blesses – do what it says.   

 

Verse 22 – 

 

22 Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 

 

And then he launches into this interesting metaphor to really drive the point home.  Verse 23 -  

 

 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. 

 

Let’s unpack that.  Why does the average person look in a mirror?  Unless you just love looking at 

yourself like a Kardashian or a Kanye, the average person looks in a mirror to see if anything’s amiss.  

You check your hair, you adjust your shirt, you make sure everything is just right.  Generally speaking, a 
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person looks into a mirror to see if there’s anything that needs fixing.   

 

Now, James says, a person who looks into the Word of God and goes away and does nothing about it, is 

like a person who looks at themselves in the mirror, notices that there’s a big ole hunk of spinach 

sticking out of their teeth, and walks away and leaves it there.  It’s ridiculous isn’t it?  James wants us to 

know that it’s just as ridiculous to hear God’s Word and walk away with doing anything about it.   

 

Now here I would normally expect that James would complete the metaphor – the person who looks 

into God’s Word and does it is like a person who looks in the mirror, sees the spinach and takes it out – 

but James doesn’t say that does he – he jumps right to the point - 

 

Verse 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. 

 

A rich statement so let’s just savour it a bit at a time –  

 

A person who looks intently into the perfect law – the language James uses here is the language you’d 

use to describe somebody stooping down to get a closer look.  I thought immediately of this picture that 

Julie took a while back – we saw this cool looking bug and so we got down on our hands and knees so 

that we could take a good, close look at it – examine it, see what it was all about – that’s how James 

pictures us looking into God’s perfect law – spending time, looking closely at it, appreciating it, 

understanding it – because – it is the perfect law of liberty.  This is the plan that leads to the abundance 

of life that Jesus has for us.  

 

 But notice – this is not just a one time thing – look at how James continues - if someone looks intently 

into the perfect law of freedom, and continues to look into the perfect law of freedom, not forgetting 

what he has heard, but doing it – He will be blessed in what he does.  The ESV puts this memorably – 

you want to be a doer who acts, not a hearer who forgets – because doers are blessed in their doing.   

 

So I say to you – don’t just hear the Word of God; do what it says.  Don’t just think about what we say 

here on a Sunday morning, for an hour on Sunday morning – think about it at lunch, on Monday, on 

Tuesday on Wednesday – how will this change the way I live.  Don’t skip over Bible study times but take 

time to dig into God’s law which leads to freedom.   

 

Don’t just hear the word of God; do what it says.   

 

Now I realize that this could be one of those things that’s easier said than done, so let me give you three 

ways to apply this: receive it humbly, study it intently, do it faithfully. 

 

So first, receive it humbly – I’m pulling right from verse 21 here – receiving it humbly means allowing 

God’s Word to shape your life.  
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 A lot of people treat the Bible like a salad bar – you pick and choose what you want – “I like this but I 

don’t want that.” 

A lot of people treat it like any ole book – you can decide whether or not to listen to it. 

 

But James says to us – no, that’s not how it works.  Because He loves you, God chose to forgive the 

times you’ve turned your back and Him and draw you back into relationship with Him.  His Word shows 

us how to respond; to receive salvation and how to thrive in the world that He has created.   So, if you 

have asked Him for forgiveness and set your heart to following Him, then you need to humbly allow His 

Word to shape your life.  I read something from David Platt this week that is sobering but on point -   

 

I am frighteningly convinced that countless people within the church listen to the Word week by week, 

and yet it is not planted in their heart, and it is evident because they are not acting on it. Sure, they act 

on the things that agree with their lifestyle, or they act when it is convenient to obey. But when this 

Word confronts, challenges, convicts, or tries to change them, they put it aside and forget it, never 

putting it into action. Be careful if this describes your life because this is not the Christian life. In the 

Christian life the Word is planted in your heart, and you receive it like blood to your heart, humbly and 

constantly, and by the grace of God that moves your heart, you obey it. This is the Christian life. A life 

that is doing what this Word says. 

 

Platt, David. Exalting Jesus In James (Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary) (Kindle Locations 427-

433). B&H Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 

 

Receive it humbly. 

 

Second, study it intently.  I realize that when things get busy, Bible reading is one of those things that 

can fall off the schedule, but I have to say to you – this is God’s perfect law of liberty, that can do way 

more than our best impulses can, that can save and bless us.  Take time, make time, to get down on 

your knees and peer closely into God’s Word.  In a sense, God’s word is implanted in us – that’s the very 

thing that God promised back in Jeremiah 31 – He knew that we would always fail to keep the law when 

it was outside of us, so He promised “I will write my Law upon your heart” – but it’s also true that the 

Word is before us – the Bible itself – we need to study God’s word intently so that the Word in our 

hearts is filled by the words in this book.  Study it intently.  (Plug for Bible study – starting May 10 – 2 

o’clock and 7!).  (We will look intently into it and think about how to do it). 

 

And third, do it faithfully.  Take the spinach out of your teeth.  The culture around us has ideas about 

what’s right and wrong, but In the mirror which is God’s Word (Hughes), we see how things really are.  

We see how relationships really can be better when we are slow to speak and quick to listen and slow to 

anger.  You’ve heard that old proverb before – “we have two ears but one tongue, that we should hear 

more than we speak” (attrib. to rabbis in Hughes, PTW) – it’s good advice.  Maybe that’s one thing that 

we should all work on this week – being slow to speak and quick to listen – that’s part of God’s word so 

let’s not just hear it but do it.   
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To close, I want to come back to this image of Lego and building without instructions.  I briefly thought 

about taking apart one of Ben’s lego sets and trying to put it back together without the instructions, but 

then I thought, maybe that’s not such a good idea.  So I just imagined that I took apart one of the space 

ships with moving wings – they fold back and forth, there’s a spot for shooting little discs from and I 

suspect, that if I did it for real, I wouldn’t quite get it right. 

 

I think that this actually provides a good metaphor for impact of this message.  We can try to build a life 

with no attention paid to the directions that God has set before us, and it will probably come out 

‘looking’ like the life God has for us, but it won’t be the life God has for us.  It won’t thrive the way God 

intends us to.  It won’t last the way that God intends us to.  We won’t accomplish all God has for us.  But 

when we follow God’s Word – the word that reveals the way of life – we are saved and we are blessed 

and we are formed into the men and women that God has created us to be. 

 

Friends, let’s not just listen to the word; but do what it says.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

2 Th. 2:16-17 - Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who loved us and gave us 

eternal comfort and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts and establish them in all that you do 

and all that you say. 

 


