
 

James 1:19-27  

Today we’re looking at the Letter of James. It’s James, the first leader of the church in 

Jerusalem, who is traditionally understood as the author of this letter. He was also the 

younger brother of Jesus. We find in the Gospel according to Mark the following words 

of those offended by Jesus: ‘Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother 

of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon? Aren’t his sisters here with us?’ James was then 

possibly second eldest in the family. That’s the only mention of him in the Gospels. 

He is quite important in the Book of the Acts of the Apostles and in Paul’s letters though. 

For example, when Peter was released from prison, he was anxious to let James ‘and the 

other brothers and sisters’ know about this. It was James he was concerned about. This 

shows James was a person of standing in the early church.  

The Letter of James though has been controversial in Christian circles for centuries. 

Martin Luther didn’t even want to accept it as part of the canonical Scriptures. Why is 

that? Because James does not mention the cross of Jesus, he does not mention his death 

for our sins, grace or baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Instead James encourages his readers to be doers of the Word. He insists that thinking, 

speaking, praying is not enough if deeds do not follow on from them. Because I like to 

get things done as opposed to endlessly discussing them, I like his approach and his 

emphasis. Our actions are the necessary ‘so what?’ of our faith. Our believing only makes 

sense in our doing.  

Today’s passage begins with an important announcement: ‘take note of this: everyone 

should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry’. Someone said there’s 

a good reason for us having two ears but only one mouth – we need to listen twice as 

much as we speak.  

To listen to someone attentively in silence, without interruption, is sometimes the greatest 

gift one can give to another. Imagine a wedding. One of the pair’s mothers is clearly 

distressed. Last month it would have been a significant wedding anniversary, but her 

husband had died. Today is difficult, even though she shares the joy for the couple’s 

happiness. She wanted to share her grief with someone, so she spoke to me during and 

after the service. I wish I had given her more time as all she needed was to be listened to.  

Today, on Remembrance Sunday, we come to listen. We come to listen to a silence of 

those who have given their lives for our freedom. We listen also to the silence of those 

suffering from PTSD after experiencing the horrors of war, those struggling to come to 

terms with how their loved ones have been affected by what they’ve seen and heard. 

Listening to that deafening silence is powerful. Even more so because we know that even 

though the First World War ended 101 years ago, people are still fighting, dying and 

being scarred by armed conflicts the world over. Nothing has changed. We have still 

learned nothing from that horror. 



 

The charge to be ‘slow to speak’ is a hard one to swallow for Christians too. Aren’t we 

after all commanded to go and preach the Good News? Surely, we need to tell people 

about the love of God! Yes, we do, and yet James reminds us that only when we listen 

deeply and truly, will we ever be trusted enough to speak and be listened to in return. 

Listening to others before talking at them first shows respect, love and humility. We need 

to earn trust before we can share the best news of all.  

Slow to anger is a very hard one too – especially for me. I’ve got a very quick temper 

which cools off quickly too. Nevertheless, it erupts with hardly any warning. The 

summons to be slow to speak and slow to anger are intertwined though. They go hand in 

hand. If we make space to listen to others, whether we like what they’re saying or not, if 

we respect them enough to keep our emotions in check, we are truly on the path to peace. 

Hugely difficult thing to do but the only one that can help us build good, positive and 

lasting relationships.  

The story however does not end with listening without speaking and anger. One needs to 

do something about what’s been heard. It’s like looking in a mirror – we don’t look in a 

mirror for the sake of looking. We do it to make sure we look ok and rectify what doesn’t 

look as we’d like it to. We don’t look in a mirror to then turn away and disregard what 

we’ve seen but instead we look in a mirror and either take a brush and brush our hair or 

take tweezers and pluck our eyebrows or correct lipstick or adjust the collar of our shirt. 

Action naturally follows our silent looking in the mirror. So, our actions should follow 

our listening to God’s Word and to the stories of others too.  

Many churches, including the Church of Scotland, are wondering what the future holds. 

Many are coming up with radical action plans and restructure the way they operate. Some 

of it will happen and some of it will not. Why? Because this will see me out. Let others 

worry about what happens next, after I’ve gone. Spill the Beans calls this attitude 

‘selfishness of listening without doing’1. 

My mum heard me preach on the coming Kingdom of God and she couldn’t believe what 

I was saying – is there going to be more work required of us? Surely, we are going to rest 

in heaven for all the labours and suffering we’ve endured here? I don’t think so. God 

created us as active human beings, tools in God’s hand. If the world to come is the world 

God designed from the start, it’s not a world where we sit and do nothing. It’s a world 

where we spread justice, love and mercy, where we care for one another and for God’s 

creation. Where we do God’s work without feeling it as burdensome or a chore. It will be 

a pleasure to do God’s will.  

This knocks on the head the argument of ‘it will see me out’. That’s not the chief end of 

human life, to stop following in Jesus’ footsteps and have a well-deserved rest. The 

purpose is to follow wherever he leads – every day of our lives, glorifying God through 

it. 

 
1 Spill the Beans, issue 32, p. 105. 



 

Because what is the chief end of religion? James says: ‘Religion that God our Father 

accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and 

to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.’ Greek word for religion used here is 

leiturgos – liturgy. Religion is then the work of the people, the way we worship God. 

Religion that God approves of is service to the world without being tainted by the world. 

‘This will see me out’ attitude stems from the worldly pursuit of our own happiness and 

pleasure as the chief end of our life. That’s how the world taints us and pollutes us, 

convincing us that what we think and want is right and proper. Even if it is opposed to 

God’s view of us and our role in his world. 

James says: be doers of the Word. Listen and then act upon it. Like your food collection, 

like your visiting and caring for one another and for those in our community. That’s the 

real worship of a lifetime that God accepts. Amen.   


