
Introduction to James Chapter 1 

Count It All Joy: Enduring Trials, Receiving Wisdom, and Becoming Doers of the Word 

James is one of the most practical and most compressed pieces of wisdom literature in the New 

Testament, standing in the tradition of Proverbs and the wisdom Psalms while addressing itself 

to the concrete moral texture of the gathered church. Its five chapters move from the trials that 

test the beginning of faith, through the warnings against partiality toward the rich and the 

insistence that faith without works is dead, to the discipline of the tongue, the wisdom from 

above that produces peace, the rebuke of worldly presumption, and the patient endurance that 

waits for the coming of the Lord, closing with the restoration of the brother who has wandered 

from the truth. The letter holds the bracing ethical demand of the law and the confident assurance 

of the gospel together in a single practical vision, and the tension between the demand and the 

assurance is the theological achievement that has made James one of the most contested and 

most needed of the New Testament letters. 

 

The author identifies himself with striking economy in the opening verse: James, a servant of 

God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. The near-universal identification of this James with James the 

brother of the Lord (Mark 6:3; Galatians 1:19) — the same James who became the leader of the 

Jerusalem church (Acts 15:13; 21:18) and who is remembered by later tradition as James the Just 

for his reputation for prayer and righteousness — makes the self-designation servant rather than 

brother of the Lord the most theologically significant detail of the verse. The man with the 

strongest possible natural claim to authority in the early church, a blood kinsman of Jesus 

himself, identifies himself only by the title that every believer shares. The greeting to the twelve 

tribes which are scattered abroad extends the letter’s address beyond any single congregation to 

the whole diaspora of Jewish Christian communities, and by canonical extension to the whole 

scattered people of God who read the letter as their own. 

 

Chapter 1 is the most densely concentrated chapter of practical wisdom in the letter, compressing 

nearly every major theme that the following four chapters will unfold. It opens with the count it 

all joy that reframes the trial as the proving ground of a faith whose endurance produces the 

mature and complete character that lacks nothing. It moves to the wisdom that God gives 

liberally and without reproach to the one who asks in undivided faith, and to the reversal of the 

rich and the poor — the poor brother exalted, the rich brought low like the flower of the grass. It 

turns to the single most important distinction in the letter’s theology of trial: the same Greek 

word behind trial and temptation covers both the testing that produces endurance and the 

enticement that produces sin, and James insists with unusual precision that God tests but does not 

tempt, that temptation arises from the believer’s own lust and conceives sin, and that sin, when it 

is full grown, brings forth death. 

 

The chapter closes with the movement from hearing to doing that governs the rest of the letter’s 

ethical vision: the exhortation to be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath; the warning 

against the self-deception of the hearer who is not a doer, likened to a man who sees his own face 

in a mirror and immediately forgets what he looked like; and the closing definition of pure 



religion and undefiled before God and the Father — to visit the fatherless and widows in their 

affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world. This closing verse is the interpretive 

key not only to chapter 1 but to the whole letter: the practical religion that James commends is 

neither bare ritual nor bare doctrine but the visible, active compassion and personal integrity that 

faith, when genuine, cannot fail to produce. 

 

Opening Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We come to James chapter 1 as people who need the most practical available wisdom to meet the 

trials that test our faith, without pretending that the trial is anything less than a trial. We need 

the count it all joy not as a denial of the difficulty of the trial but as the reframing of its purpose: 

that the trying of our faith worketh patience, and that patience, allowed to have her perfect work, 

will make us perfect and entire, wanting nothing. 

 

Lord, let the wisdom that you give to all men liberally, and upbraid not, be sought by us in the 

undivided faith that does not waver like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed. 

Guard us from the double-minded instability that is unstable in all its ways, and make us instead 

the firstfruits of your creatures, begotten by the word of truth. 

 

And let us receive with meekness the engrafted word which is able to save our souls, that we 

might not be hearers only, deceiving our own selves, but doers of the word — swift to hear, slow 

to speak, slow to wrath, and quick to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, keeping 

ourselves unspotted from the world. 

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

James 1:1–8 

The Greeting, the Testing of Faith, and the Wisdom That God Gives to All Liberally 

 

(1) James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad, 

greeting. 

(2) My brethren, count it all joy 

when ye fall into divers temptations; 

(3) Knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience. 

(4) But let patience have her perfect work, 



that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing. 

(5) If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, 

that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; 

and it shall be given him. 

(6) But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. 

For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea 

driven with the wind and tossed. 

(7) For let not that man think 

that he shall receive any thing of the Lord. 

(8) A double minded man is unstable in all his ways. 

 

The Context 

The self-designation servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ in verse 1 sets the tone for the 

entire letter: this is wisdom offered from a position of submission rather than a position of 

natural authority. The greeting to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad situates the letter 

within the Jewish Christian diaspora, addressing a community whose scattered condition — 

dispersed by persecution, by trade, by the ordinary pressures of life outside the land — already 

constitutes a kind of standing trial. The letter opens the way Old Testament wisdom literature 

opens, without the elaborate doctrinal greeting of Paul’s epistles, because its interest is 

immediately practical: how the scattered community is to live faithfully under pressure. 

 

The count it all joy of verse 2 is the most arresting command in the opening section, because it 

commands an emotional and theological posture — joy — toward an experience that every 

reader would otherwise classify as pure loss: the divers temptations, the trials of every kind that 

fall upon the believer without warning or selection. The joy commanded is not a feeling 

manufactured on demand; it is the reasoned confidence that follows from knowing what the trial 

is for. The trying of your faith worketh patience: the testing produces not merely survival but 

hypomone, the steadfast endurance that remains under pressure rather than collapsing beneath it 

or fleeing from it, the same word and the same logic that Paul uses in Romans 5:3–4 when 

tribulation worketh patience, and patience, experience, and experience, hope. 

 

The let patience have her perfect work of verse 4 extends the logic of verse 3 into a complete 

chain: trial produces endurance, and endurance, permitted to run its full course rather than being 

shortened by premature escape, produces the perfect and entire character that is wanting nothing. 

The Greek behind perfect and entire (teleios, holokleros) describes not sinless perfection but 

functional completeness — the mature character in which nothing necessary for faithful living is 

missing. The wisdom asked for in verse 5 follows directly from this logic: the believer 

undergoing the trial does not automatically know how to interpret it or how to respond to it, and 

so must ask for the wisdom that discerns the trial’s purpose and directs the believer’s response to 

it, in the manner of Solomon’s request in 1 Kings 3:9 for an understanding heart rather than 

riches or long life. 

 



The description of God in verse 5 as the one who giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not 

is the theological center of the section: the divine generosity is contrasted with every human 

pattern of grudging or conditional giving, the gift that comes attached to a reminder of its cost. 

But the request for wisdom must be made in faith, nothing wavering, because the double-minded 

man (dipsychos, a term that appears to be James’s own coinage, literally two-souled) who asks 

while doubting is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed — the image of 

instability without an anchor, moved by every external force rather than settled by an internal 

conviction. Such a man should not expect to receive anything of the Lord, not because God is 

unwilling, but because the divided heart has not actually asked in the manner that the promise 

addresses. 

 

Plain American English 

James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, writes to the twelve tribes scattered among 

the nations: greetings! Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, 

consider it a reason for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, it produces 

endurance. So let that endurance grow until it is fully formed, so that you will be mature and 

complete, not lacking anything. If any of you needs wisdom, ask our generous God, who gives to 

everyone freely without finding fault, and it will be given to you. But when you ask, believe and 

do not doubt, because the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the 

wind. That person should not expect to receive anything from the Lord. Their loyalty is divided, 

and they are unstable in everything they do. 

 

Key Observations 

“My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations”: This signifies The 

Command to Count It Joy Is Not the Denial of the Trial’s Difficulty but the Reframing of 

the Trial’s Purpose as the Proving Ground of a Faith Whose Endurance Produces 

Maturity. 

The joy commanded in verse 2 is not the suppression of grief or the pretense that the trial does 

not hurt; it is the settled confidence that looks past the immediate pain of the trial to its intended 

result. James does not say count it all pleasant or count it all painless; he says count it all joy, 

because the joy is located in the outcome — the patience, and the perfect and entire character 

that patience produces — rather than in the experience of the trial itself. This is the same 

forward-looking joy that the writer of Hebrews commends in enduring the cross for the joy that 

was set before him, and the same reframing that Paul performs in Romans 5 and that Peter 

performs in 1 Peter 1:6–7. The community that reads count it all joy as an invitation to false 

cheerfulness has misread the verse; the community that reads it as a summons to see past the trial 

to its purpose has understood it. 

“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and 

upbraideth not”: This signifies The Divine Generosity That Gives Wisdom Without 

Reproach Is the Most Direct Available Contrast to Every Form of Begrudging Human 

Giving That Counts the Cost of Its Own Gift. 



The description of God as one who gives liberally and upbraideth not is aimed directly at the 

believer’s fear that asking for help in the midst of a trial will be met with rebuke — the fear that 

God’s generosity, like so much human generosity, comes with an implicit reminder of the debt it 

creates. James removes that fear at the root: the asking itself is welcomed, and the answer is not 

conditioned on the asker’s worthiness to receive it, only on the manner of the asking, which 

verse 6 will specify as undivided faith. The picture of God as the giver who does not upbraid 

stands behind the whole letter’s later insistence that every good gift and every perfect gift is from 

above — the God who is approached in trial is the same God whose character is unmixed 

generosity. 

“A double minded man is unstable in all his ways”: This signifies The Double-Minded Man 

Whose Loyalty Is Divided Between God and the World Is the Wave-Tossed Opposite of the 

Steadfast Endurance That the Trial Is Designed to Produce. 

The double-minded man (dipsychos) named in verse 8 is the structural opposite of the perfect 

and entire character of verse 4: where the one who lets patience have her perfect work becomes 

whole, lacking nothing, the double-minded man is divided against himself, unstable in all his 

ways because his allegiance is split between the God he addresses in prayer and the world whose 

values continue to govern his expectations. The wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed 

is the most vivid available image of this instability: the wave has no independent direction, no 

settled course, only the direction imposed on it from outside by whatever wind happens to be 

blowing. James will return to this same diagnosis in James 4:8, purify your hearts, ye double 

minded, establishing the double mind as one of the letter’s controlling categories for the faith 

that fails under trial rather than enduring it. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Receive the Trials of the Present Season as the Proving Ground of a Faith Whose 

Endurance Is Being Matured Rather Than as the Random Misfortune of an Indifferent 

World: The count it all joy is the most counterintuitive instruction in the passage for a 

contemporary community of faith formed by a culture that treats every hardship as an 

unqualified evil to be eliminated as quickly as possible. James does not counsel the avoidance of 

the trial or the denial of its difficulty; he counsels the reframing of the trial as the proving ground 

of a faith whose endurance is being matured toward the perfect and entire character that lacks 

nothing. The diagnostic question for the contemporary believer facing trial is not whether the 

trial can be escaped but whether its designed work — the patience that trial alone can produce — 

is being allowed to run its full course. 

2. Ask for Wisdom in the Undivided Faith That Does Not Waver, Trusting the Generous 

God Who Gives Without Reproach Rather Than the Double-Minded Instability That 

Expects Nothing: The if any of you lack wisdom is an open invitation that the contemporary 

believer facing a trial without knowing how to respond to it should take at face value: the 

wisdom needed to interpret and to navigate the trial is available for the asking, from a God 

whose generosity does not attach a reproach to the gift. The obstacle is rarely the reluctance of 

God to give; it is the double-mindedness of the asker, the wave-tossed instability that asks God 

for wisdom while continuing to trust the world’s counsel as the real and final authority. The 



undivided faith that James commends is not the absence of doubt as an emotion but the settled 

orientation of trust that does not let the world’s wind determine its course. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The count it all joy stands in the sharpest possible contrast to a therapeutic culture that has come 

to treat discomfort itself as the primary evil to be managed and minimized. James, like Paul in 

Romans 5:3–4 and Peter in 1 Peter 1:6–7, refuses to let the contemporary aversion to difficulty 

have the last word on what trial means: the trial is not merely tolerated as an unfortunate feature 

of life but actively valued as the mechanism by which endurance, and through endurance, 

maturity, is produced. The contemporary community of faith that has absorbed the assumption 

that a good God would remove every trial has not yet reckoned with James’s insistence that the 

trial, rightly endured, is itself among the good gifts that produce the completeness for which the 

believer was made. 

 

The double-minded man unstable in all his ways is also one of the most directly diagnostic 

images in the New Testament for the contemporary experience of divided allegiance — the 

believer who prays for wisdom on Sunday and consults the world’s counsel exclusively on 

Monday, who asks God for direction while already having decided to follow whichever direction 

the surrounding culture, the market, or the crowd happens to be blowing. Jesus’ own words that 

no man can serve two masters (Matthew 6:24) name the same condition that James diagnoses as 

double-mindedness, and both texts insist that the divided heart is not a stable middle position 

between faith and the world but an inherently unstable one, moved by whatever wind is blowing 

at the moment. 

Key Lesson: *The opening section establishes the chapter’s governing logic: the trial that 

produces endurance, the endurance that produces the perfect and entire character wanting 

nothing, the wisdom freely given by the God who upbraids not, and the double-minded instability 

that fails to receive because it has not asked in the undivided faith the promise requires — 

establishing from the first verses that the whole of the Christian life under trial is a single 

connected chain from testing to maturity.* 

 

James 1:9–18 

The Reversal of the Rich and the Poor, and the Father of Lights Who Sends Only Good Gifts 

 

(9) Let the brother of low degree rejoice in that he is exalted: 

(10) But the rich, in that he is made low: 

because as the flower of the grass he shall pass away. 

(11) For the sun is no sooner risen with a burning heat, 

but it withereth the grass, and the flower thereof falleth, 

and the grace of the fashion of it perisheth: 

so also shall the rich man fade away in his ways. 



(12) Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: 

for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, 

which the Lord hath promised to them that love him. 

(13) Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God: 

for God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man: 

(14) But every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed. 

(15) Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: 

and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death. 

(16) Do not err, my beloved brethren. 

(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. 

(18) Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, 

that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures. 

 

The Context 

The reversal of rank in verses 9–10 — the brother of low degree exalted, the rich made low — 

applies the eschatological reversal familiar from the wisdom and prophetic tradition (1 Samuel 

2:7–8; Luke 1:52–53) to the specific social situation of the scattered congregations, where wealth 

and status outside the church did not necessarily translate into honor inside it. The flower of the 

grass that withers under the sun’s burning heat is the image James borrows from Isaiah 40:6–8 

and Psalm 103:15–16: the rich man’s prosperity, however impressive its fashion, perishes as 

quickly and as completely as a wildflower scorched by the noon sun. This is the first appearance 

of a concern — the moral peril of wealth and the exploitation of the poor by the rich — that 

James will return to at length in chapters 2 and 5. 

 

Verse 12, blessed is the man that endureth temptation, functions as the hinge of the whole 

section, gathering up the endurance and trial language of verses 2–4 into a beatitude and pivoting 

toward the crown of life that the Lord hath promised to them that love him — the eschatological 

reward that gives the present endurance its ultimate worth. But the word behind temptation here 

(peirasmos) is the same word translated temptations in verse 2, and James uses the hinge verse to 

pivot into the single most important theological clarification in the chapter: the same trial that 

tests and matures faith can also become, from a different angle, the temptation that entices 

toward sin, and the chapter must now distinguish carefully between the two so that God is not 

blamed for the second. 

 

Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God of verse 13 forecloses the most natural 

but most theologically damaging misreading of the trial-language of verses 2–12: if God sends 

the trial, does God also send the temptation to sin that can arise within it? James answers with 

unambiguous precision: God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man. The 

origin of temptation is relocated entirely to the human interior — every man is tempted, when he 

is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed — using the imagery of a hunter’s bait and snare 



(enticed, deleazomenos) to describe how one’s own desire, left unchecked, lures the will toward 

destruction from within rather than being imposed from without. 

 

The conception imagery of verse 15 — lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin; and sin, when it 

is finished, bringeth forth death — traces a grim genealogy in miniature: desire conceives, sin is 

born, and sin, allowed to grow to its full term, gives birth in turn to death. This perverse birth is 

the deliberate dark mirror of the true birth described in verse 18, of his own will begat he us with 

the word of truth, where God’s will, rather than human lust, is the generative power, and the 

word of truth, rather than sin, is the generative agent, producing not death but firstfruits — the 

first and representative portion of a greater harvest still to come (compare Romans 8:23; 

Revelation 14:4). 

 

Standing between these two births is verse 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 — one of the most theologically dense statements of divine immutability in the New 

Testament. The Father of lights, likely evoking the sun, moon, and stars whose light shifts with 

the turning of the heavens and casts shadows as it moves, is himself unshifting: no variableness, 

neither shadow of turning. The God who cannot be tempted with evil in verse 13 is the same God 

whose giving in verse 17 is entirely and only good — the theological anchor that makes sense of 

both the negative claim (God does not tempt) and the positive claim (God only gives good gifts) 

as two sides of a single unchanging character. 

 

Plain American English 

Believers who are poor should be glad, for God has given them high position. And those who are 

rich should be glad, for God has humbled them. Their wealth will fade away like a flower in the 

field. The hot sun rises and scorches the grass; the flower withers and its beauty fades. So the 

rich will fade away with all of their achievements. Blessed are those who patiently endure testing 

and temptation, for afterward they will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those 

who love him. And remember, no one who is tempted should ever say, “God is tempting me.” 

God is never tempted to do wrong, and he never tempts anyone else. Temptation comes from our 

own desires, which entice us and drag us away. These desires give birth to sinful actions, and 

when sin is allowed to grow, it gives birth to death. So don’t be misled, my dear brothers and 

sisters. Whatever is good and perfect is a gift coming down to us from God our Father, who 

created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or casts a shifting shadow. He chose to 

give birth to us by giving us his true word, and we became his prized possession, a kind of 

firstfruits of all he created. 

 

Key Observations 

“As the flower of the grass he shall pass away”: This signifies The Borrowed Isaianic Image 

of the Withering Flower Applies the Prophetic Verdict on All Human Glory to the Specific 

Social Peril of Wealth Inside the Scattered Congregations. 



The flower of the grass image, drawn directly from Isaiah 40:6–8 and echoed in Psalm 103:15–

16, was originally a statement about the frailty of all human life set against the enduring word of 

the LORD; James narrows its application to the specific temptation of wealth, warning the rich 

brother that the very prosperity that secures his status outside the congregation will fade as 

quickly and as completely as a wildflower under the noon sun. The rich man fade away in his 

ways adds a further edge: it is not only his wealth that fades but his ways, his manner of life built 

around that wealth, that perishes with it. The verse anticipates the extended indictment of the 

oppressive rich in James 5:1–6, where the fading of verse 11 becomes the weeping and howling 

of the wealth that has rotted and the garments that are motheaten. 

“God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man”: This signifies The Precise 

Theological Distinction Between the Trial That God Sends to Produce Endurance and the 

Temptation That Arises From the Believer’s Own Lust Is the Most Important Safeguard 

Against Blaming God for Sin. 

The clarification of verse 13 is doing essential theological work: without it, the trial-language of 

verses 2–12 could be misread as license to trace every temptation to sin back to God’s own 

sending, since the same underlying word covers both trial and temptation. James forecloses that 

misreading with maximum precision — God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he 

any man — and relocates the origin of temptation entirely within the human person: every man is 

tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed. The hunting imagery of being 

drawn away and enticed describes desire as bait that lures the will toward a trap it did not have to 

walk into, placing full moral responsibility on the one who is lured rather than on the trial itself 

or on the God who permits it. 

“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”: This signifies The 

Immutable Goodness of the Father of Lights Is the Theological Anchor That Makes Sense 

of Both the Negative Claim That God Does Not Tempt and the Positive Claim That Every 

Good Gift Descends From Him Alone. 

The Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning, is the most 

theologically concentrated title in the chapter: it evokes the sun, moon, and stars that God created 

and that themselves wax and wane, rise and set, and cast lengthening and shortening shadows as 

the heavens turn, only to declare that the Creator of those shifting lights is not himself subject to 

any of their variation. This immutability is not an abstract metaphysical claim inserted for its 

own sake; it is the direct theological ground of verse 13’s claim that God cannot be tempted with 

evil, and it is what makes every good gift and every perfect gift a reliable and exhaustive 

description of everything that comes from him — nothing shifting, nothing shadowed, nothing 

mixed with evil, ever descends from the Father of lights. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Hold Wealth and Poverty Alike as Passing Conditions Whose True Weight Is Measured 

Only by the Eschatological Reversal That Exalts the Lowly and Humbles the Rich: The rich 

man fade away in his ways is a direct challenge to any contemporary community of faith that has 

come to treat financial security as the reliable marker of divine favor or of a life well lived. 



James does not condemn wealth as such, but he insists that the rich brother’s glory in his riches 

must be tempered by the same realism that governs every wildflower’s brief season in the sun, 

while the brother of low degree is invited to rejoice in an exaltation that has nothing to do with 

his bank balance. The contemporary believer, rich or poor, is called to hold material 

circumstance loosely, measuring true worth by the crown of life rather than by the fading fashion 

of present prosperity. 

2. Interrupt the Genealogy of Lust, Sin, and Death at Its Earliest Stage Rather Than 

Blaming God for a Temptation That Arises From Within, Trusting Instead in the Father of 

Lights Who Sends Only Good and Perfect Gifts: The lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin 

genealogy is a diagnostic tool for the contemporary believer who wants to interrupt sin before it 

reaches its full and deadly term: the process begins not with the external circumstance of the trial 

but with the internal entertainment of desire, and the earliest possible point of interruption is 

always the most effective. At the same time, the believer who has been drawn away and enticed 

is called to remember that the drawing away originates in the self, not in God, whose consistent 

character as the Father of lights guarantees that whatever comes from him is unmixed good — a 

truth that removes both the excuse of blaming God and the despair of thinking that God’s gifts 

cannot be trusted. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The reversal of the rich and the poor stands in sharp tension with a contemporary culture, inside 

the church as well as outside it, that continues to read material prosperity as evidence of blessing 

and material want as evidence of its absence. James’s appropriation of Isaiah’s withering flower 

refuses that reading: the rich man’s achievements fade as surely as any flower in the field, and 

the true and lasting exaltation belongs to the brother of low degree who has nothing else to boast 

in but the position God has given him. The contemporary community that measures spiritual 

health by financial metrics has not yet absorbed the logic of verses 9–11. 

 

The distinction between trial and temptation is also one of the most practically necessary 

clarifications for the contemporary believer navigating a culture eager to externalize 

responsibility for sin — to attribute wrongdoing to circumstance, to upbringing, to the pressures 

of the moment, to anyone or anything other than one’s own desire. James’s insistence that every 

man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed does not deny that 

circumstances can be difficult; it insists that the moral responsibility for succumbing to 

temptation cannot be relocated outside the person who is tempted, any more than it can be 

relocated onto the God who cannot be tempted with evil and tempts no one. 

Key Lesson: *The central section moves through the reversal of rich and poor under the image 

of the withering flower, to the crucial theological clarification that God sends trials to produce 

endurance but never sends the temptation that produces sin, tracing instead the grim genealogy 

of lust conceiving sin and sin bringing forth death — and setting against that genealogy the 

immutable Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning, who begets 

by his own will a people born not of lust and death but of the word of truth, a kind of firstfruits of 

his creatures.* 



 

James 1:19–27 

Swift to Hear, Slow to Speak: The Engrafted Word and the Religion That Visits the Fatherless 

 

(19) Wherefore, my beloved brethren, 

let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath: 

(20) For the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God. 

(21) Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, 

and receive with meekness the engrafted word, 

which is able to save your souls. 

(22) But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, 

deceiving your own selves. 

(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: 

(24) For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, 

and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. 

(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. 

(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. 

(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 Context 

The wherefore that opens verse 19 draws a direct practical conclusion from the preceding 

section: because every good gift, including the word of truth that begets new life, comes from the 

unchanging Father of lights, the community that has received that word should be marked by a 

corresponding discipline of speech and temper — swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath. 

This triad echoes the wisdom tradition’s repeated warnings against the fool who is quick to 

answer and quick to anger (Proverbs 29:20; 14:29) and immediately grounds the ethical demand 

in a theological claim: the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God. Human anger, 

however righteous it may feel from the inside, is not a reliable instrument for producing the 

righteousness that God requires. 

 

The image of verse 21, lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, pictures moral 

impurity as a soiled garment to be stripped off, making room for the reception of the engrafted 



word (emphytos logos) — a word already implanted, like a seed sown in good soil, that is able to 

save your souls if it is received with meekness rather than resisted or crowded out by the 

filthiness just discarded. The organic image of the implanted word anticipates the parable of the 

sower and prepares directly for the mirror illustration that follows, since a planted word, like a 

seed, is meant to grow into visible fruit rather than remain a static possession of the hearer’s 

mind. 

 

The mirror illustration of verses 22–25 is the most memorable image in the chapter: the man who 

hears the word without doing it is like a man beholding his natural face in a glass, who sees 

himself clearly enough but goeth his way and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. 

The mirror does not fail to show the truth; the failure is entirely in the hearer, who receives an 

accurate impression and then allows it to vanish without effect. Against this forgetful hearer 

stands the one who looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein — the verb 

parakypsas suggesting a careful, sustained stooping to examine closely, not a passing glance — 

who is blessed in his deed precisely because the seeing has issued in doing rather than dissolving 

into forgetfulness. 

 

The warning of verse 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, applies the doers-not-hearers-

only principle to the single organ James will devote an entire chapter to later in the letter: the 

tongue. Religious appearance without a bridled tongue is self-deception, not piety, and the 

warning functions as a hinge toward James 3’s extended treatment of the tongue as a small 

member that boasts great things. The chapter’s climactic definition in verse 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, names the two poles of authentic religion: active 

compassion directed outward toward the most vulnerable members of society, and personal 

integrity maintained against the corrupting pressure of the surrounding world — the doing and 

the keeping that together constitute the pure religion the chapter has been building toward from 

its first verse. 

 

Plain American English 

Understand this, my dear brothers and sisters: You must all be quick to listen, slow to speak, and 

slow to get angry. Human anger does not produce the righteousness God desires. So get rid of 

all the filth and evil in your lives, and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save 

you. But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says. Otherwise, you are only 

fooling yourselves. For if you listen to the word and don’t obey, it is like glancing at your face in 

a mirror. You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you look like. But if you look carefully 

into the perfect law that sets you free, and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you have 

heard, then God will bless you for doing it. If you claim to be religious but don’t control your 

tongue, you are fooling yourself, and your religion is worthless. Pure and genuine religion in the 

sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows in their distress and refusing to 

let the world corrupt you. 

 



Key Observations 

“Let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath”: This signifies The Triad of 

Quick Hearing, Slow Speech, and Slow Anger Is the Practical Discipline That the 

Reception of the Engrafted Word Requires of a Community That Has Received It. 

The triad of verse 19 orders the community’s conduct according to a clear priority: hearing 

comes first and comes quickly, speech comes second and comes slowly, and anger comes last 

and comes slowest of all, if it comes at all. The ordering matters because it reverses the 

instinctive sequence of the undisciplined person, who speaks and grows angry before genuinely 

hearing what has been said. James grounds the discipline theologically rather than merely 

pragmatically: the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God, meaning that human 

anger, however justified it may feel in the moment, is simply the wrong tool for producing the 

righteousness that the community is meant to display — a claim that anticipates the full 

treatment of the untamable tongue in James 3:1–12. 

“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”: This signifies The 

Self-Deceived Hearer Who Forgets His Own Reflection the Moment He Turns Away Is the 

Most Vivid Available Picture of a Faith That Receives Truth Without Allowing It to Take 

Effect. 

The mirror illustration works precisely because the mirror itself is blameless: it shows the man’s 

natural face accurately, and the fault lies entirely in what he does after seeing it, which is nothing 

— he goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth. James is describing a failure not of revelation 

but of retention and response: the word heard in worship, understood in the moment, evaporates 

the instant its hearer returns to ordinary life, leaving no trace on conduct. The contrasting figure 

of verse 25, who looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, is blessed not 

merely for hearing accurately but for allowing the accurate hearing to become a doer of the 

work, establishing that James’s entire quarrel is not with hearing the word but with hearing it and 

then behaving as though one had not. 

“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”: This signifies The 

Definition of Pure Religion as Active Compassion Toward the Fatherless and Widows 

Joined to Personal Integrity Unspotted From the World Is the Interpretive Key to the 

Whole Letter’s Ethical Vision. 

Verse 27 is the chapter’s climactic sentence and one of the most quoted verses in the entire letter, 

because it names with maximum concreteness what the doers-of-the-word principle of verse 22 

actually looks like in practice. Pure religion is defined by two movements that together prevent it 

from collapsing into either bare activism or bare private piety: to visit the fatherless and widows 

in their affliction is outward-facing compassion directed at those with the least social power to 

reciprocate it, echoing the Old Testament’s repeated concern for the orphan and the widow 

(Deuteronomy 10:18; Isaiah 1:17), while to keep himself unspotted from the world is inward-

facing integrity that refuses to let the surrounding culture’s values corrupt the believer’s own 

character. Religion that does only the first without the second becomes worldly activism; religion 

that does only the second without the first becomes sterile withdrawal. James insists on both 

together as the single, undivided practice of pure religion. 



 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Practice the Discipline of Swift Hearing, Slow Speech, and Slow Anger as the Concrete 

Bridle on the Tongue That a Community Formed by the Engrafted Word Is Called to 

Display: The swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath triad is a direct and practical corrective 

for a contemporary culture of instant reaction, in which speech and anger routinely outrun 

genuine listening by the space of a single notification. The contemporary community of faith is 

called to reverse this instinct deliberately: to receive what is said in full before responding to it, 

to let speech follow reflection rather than precede it, and to treat anger as the last and most 

carefully guarded response rather than the first and most immediate one, remembering that the 

wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God no matter how justified that wrath may feel. 

2. Let Pure Religion Be Measured by the Concrete Double Test of Active Compassion 

Toward the Fatherless and Widows and Personal Integrity Unspotted From the World, 

Refusing Either Test Alone as a Substitute for the Other: The pure religion and undefiled of 

verse 27 gives the contemporary church a concrete, two-part diagnostic that resists every attempt 

to reduce religion to a single dimension: has this community’s faith produced active, practical 

compassion toward those with no capacity to repay it — the modern equivalents of the fatherless 

and the widow — and has that same faith produced a personal integrity that has not been quietly 

reshaped by the values of the surrounding culture? A religion that excels at the first test while 

failing the second, or excels at the second while failing the first, has not yet met the standard that 

James calls pure and undefiled before God and the Father. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The mirror illustration of the forgetful hearer speaks with particular force to a contemporary 

church saturated with religious content — sermons, podcasts, devotionals, conferences — 

consumed in quantities that James’s original readers could hardly have imagined, and yet no 

more automatically translated into transformed conduct than the brief glance of his own 

illustration. The contemporary temptation is to mistake the frequency of hearing for the fact of 

doing, to assume that repeated exposure to the word constitutes obedience to it, when James 

insists that only the one who looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, being 

not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, is blessed in his deed. 

 

The definition of pure religion in verse 27 also anticipates the letter’s most famous and most 

contested claim in chapter 2, that faith without works is dead: the visiting of the fatherless and 

widows in their affliction is precisely the kind of visible work that James will insist cannot be 

separated from genuine faith without faith itself dying in the separation. The chapter that opened 

with a trial to be counted as joy closes with a religion to be practiced in deed, and the whole 

letter’s ethical vision — patient endurance under trial, wisdom sought from above, speech 

disciplined and anger restrained, and religion proved in compassion and integrity — is 

compressed into this single closing sentence. 

Key Lesson: *The closing section moves from the practical discipline of swift hearing, slow 

speech, and slow wrath, through the reception of the engrafted word that must be done and not 



merely heard, illustrated by the mirror that shows the forgetful hearer his own face only to have 

it vanish from memory, to the climactic definition of pure religion and undefiled — the visiting of 

the fatherless and widows in their affliction joined to the keeping of oneself unspotted from the 

world — establishing that the chapter’s whole movement from trial to wisdom to speech has 

been building toward this single, concrete, undivided practice of active compassion and personal 

integrity.* 

 

Closing Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We close James chapter 1 having received the most practical available summons to a faith that is 

tested, matured, and proved in deed. We have heard the count it all joy that reframes our trials 

as the proving ground of an endurance that makes us perfect and entire, wanting nothing, and 

the wisdom that you give to all men liberally, and upbraid not, to those who ask in the undivided 

faith that does not waver like a wave of the sea. We have heard the warning against the double-

minded man unstable in all his ways, and the reminder that the rich man’s glory fades as quickly 

as the flower of the grass. 

 

Lord, let us never say when we are tempted, I am tempted of God, for we know that every good 

gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from you, the Father of lights, with 

whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning. Interrupt in us the genealogy of lust that 

conceives sin and of sin that brings forth death, and remind us instead that you have begotten us 

by your own will with the word of truth, a kind of firstfruits of your creatures. 

 

And let us be swift to hear, slow to speak, and slow to wrath, receiving with meekness the 

engrafted word which is able to save our souls. Make us doers of the word and not hearers only, 

deceiving our own selves, and let the pure religion and undefiled before you be found in us: to 

visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep ourselves unspotted from the 

world. 

 

In Jesus’ name — in the name of the One who endured every trial without sin, who is himself the 

perfect gift come down from the Father of lights, and in whom the engrafted word finds its truest 

and fullest doing — Amen. 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 


