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Take the Bible that you brought with you and meet me in the first chapter of James. And, by the way, if you 
need a Bible (or need a Bible in an English you can understand), there are free Bibles available at all the exits, 
so feel free to take one with you when you depart later today. 
 
One of the books that has greatly impacted many of the missionaries and mission-minded folks of my 
generation1 is called Back to Jerusalem. It was written by three leaders in the underground church of China. 
When I say “underground” church, I don’t mean that the churches literally gather underground necessarily. That 
is the term for the churches that have not been sanctioned by the Chinese government and are thus often 
meeting in secret and at risk of severe persecution. 
 
Toward the end of the book there is a chapter that asks the question are we “Disciples or Just Believers?” In 
other words, they are trying to distinguish between those who are really following Jesus (i.e., disciples) and 
those who simply claim they believe in Christ. This distinction is similar to the one Kyle Idleman makes in his 
more recent book called Not a Fan, where he argues that there is a difference between people who follow Jesus 
and people who are just fans of Jesus.2 Fans, he argues, are “enthusiastic admirers” of Jesus, “Close enough to 
Jesus to get the benefits but not so close to require sacrifice”. They want to follow Jesus to heaven without 
actually taking a cross with them. “Followers” are those who die to themselves, pick up their cross, and live 
their lives completely surrendered to Jesus Christ, come what may. Both books are getting at the same idea. 
Many people identify as Christians, claim to be believers, but they’re really just fans and fair-weather fans at 
that. But true Christians are followers. True Christians are disciples.   
 
In commenting on this, the three Chinese leaders who wrote Back to Jerusalem, make this sobering observation: 
 

“True disciples are usually people that few understand. They are viewed as potentially unstable fanatics. 
Often the same governments that tolerate the existence of mere believers will stop at no ends to 
completely eradicate any disciple within their borders.”3 

 
I suppose these three Chinese leaders would know, since between them they spent more than 40 years in 
Chinese prisons for their faith before being exiled from the country all together. But here is what I want you to 
take away from these words. These brothers are telling us that the government in China doesn’t really care 
about those who are gathering to merely listen to the Word of God, but they will imprison (or perhaps worse) 
people who go so far as to actually live out the Word. And yet, interestingly, that is precisely what James says 
we, as Christ-followers, should be known for—doing the Word.  
 
Our text this morning is going to call us to “be doers of the word, and not hearers only”. James clearly 
understands that people don’t go far enough with God’s Word and Gospel. Some don’t listen at all. Some listen 
in a sense, but don’t accept what they have heard. Some listen and believe they accept, but don’t put it into 
practice. But James is eager to show us that anything short of application—putting the Word into practice—is 
not really listening. It’s self-deception.  
 
Let’s take a look at what James himself says, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, about these matters. 
Follow along as I read, beginning in verse 22. This is God’s Word… 



 
22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of 
the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24 For he 
looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25 But the one who looks into the 
perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will 
be blessed in his doing.” (James 1:22-25) 

 
To begin this morning, we should remember that this paragraph comes on the heels of the author’s command 
for us to be good listeners, who are “quick to hear” and “slow to speak” (1:19). Our focus last time was on 
moving from merely hearing4 the Word to accepting the Word. Today we could cast our discussion in similar 
terms—each of us should not merely hear the Word, but also apply it in our lives. If in verse 19 James was 
correcting our tendency to act without listening, here in verses 22 and following he is correcting our tendency to 
listen without pursuing the right course of action. He is calling us to practice the faith we have received. As 
David Platt explains, “the Word evokes action, and if there is no action from the Word, then clearly there has 
been no acceptance of the Word.”5 Being “doers of the word” is “the most fundamental Christian outgrowth of 
good listening.”6  
 
In other words, don’t just nod your head in approval when God’s Word calls us to obey some instruction. Obey 
the Word. Don’t just hear God’s Word instruct you to help the poor. Help the poor. Don’t just affirm that 
Christians are called to share the Gospel. Share the Gospel. Don’t just claim to intellectually assent to the 
Bible’s description of purity. Live purely.7 Don’t just be a hearer of God’s Word. Be a doer. That’s what James 
is saying. That’s the Christian experience. But that’s not the experience of everyone who claims to be Christian.  
 
Here again Platt is helpful. 
 

“We have created a Christianity that stops at saying Jesus loves you just the way you are and Jesus loves 
you no matter what you do. Certainly there’s glorious truth to this when it comes to Jesus saving us from 
our sin, no matter how horrible they are, and Jesus loving us when we have nothing in us to deserve such 
love. But at the same time, Jesus says things like, ‘You are My friends if you do what I command you’ 
(John 15:14). And ‘If anyone loves me, he will keep My word’ (John 14:23).”8  

 
And, of course, there are other texts in God’s Word that make this same point. One more example will suffice, 
this one from John’s first letter… 
  

“And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. 4 Whoever says ‘I 
know him’ but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps 
his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: 6 whoever 
says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.” (1 John 2:3-6; cf. Romans 
2:13)  

 
Isn’t that interesting. John says that we can claim that we know Jesus and walk with Jesus all we want, but if 
our lives don’t bear the mark of obedience to His teachings then we are liars. The truth is not in us. Isn’t that 
exactly what James says in verse 22? He says, “be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving 
yourselves.” In other words, “you are blind to your true spiritual condition if you claim to have heard and 
received and accepted this Word, yet you fail to act on it.”9 Our creed should match our conduct or it’s not 
really our creed. We haven’t heard properly, until you actually heed.  
 
Unfortunately, nominalism—the idea that people identify themselves with Christianity or a local church without 
a clear understanding or commitment to the faith—is a huge problem in the modern American church. The pews 
of our churches are often filled with lots of “hearers,” but not a lot of the “doers” that James speaks of. If that’s 
a fair assessment, then James would suggest that there are a lot of self-deceived people “who give no evidence 
of belonging to Jesus other than the presence of their bodies at a church building for two hours a week.”10 They 



may fool the world, but God knows that they are in fact delusional. You are not spiritually born again and 
healthy just because biblical instruction is vibrating your auditory nerves.11 
 
Maybe we could liken it to auditing a class in college. When you audit a class, there is usually not the same 
degree of commitment. You may do the homework, but only if it’s convenient. You may show up in class, but 
only if nothing else is more appealing that day and you don’t want to sleep in. You try to get some of the 
benefit, without any significant sacrifice, buy in, accountability, or investment. But you don’t get any credit for 
auditing Christianity.  
 
This is really important for people like us to hear. Just because you listen to good sermons, attend Bible studies, 
and can hold your own in a Sunday School discussion, doesn’t mean that you are not deceived. In fact, it could 
contribute to your deception and false assurance. As John Macarthur has written,  
 

“When people are blessed with regular, in-depth preaching and teaching of Scripture they may become 
so enamored with their knowledge of God’s Word that they become self-satisfied with that knowledge 
and forsake the effort to live out the profound truths they have come to understand.”12 

 
Or at least those profound truths that challenge their personal preferences and conveniences.  
 
All of this reminds us of Jesus’ closing words and illustration in the Sermon on the Mount, which James so 
often seems to echo in this letter. 
 

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his 
house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, 
but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of 
mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain 
fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the 
fall of it.” (Matthew 7:24-27) 

 
If you build your spiritual lives and assurance merely on listening to God’s Word without putting it into 
practice, then one day, according to Jesus, your ultimate end will be destruction like a house built on sand. 
Jesus’ point is that no one in their right mind would build their house on such an unstable and unreliable 
foundation and yet many people, rejecting God’s Word, are building their lives on a foundation that is sure to 
fail them. That’s just foolish. 
 
James uses a different metaphor to understand how foolish it is to hear God’s Word but not put it into practice. 
It involves a mirror. Look at verses 23 and 24. 
 

“For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural 
face in a mirror. 24 For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like.” (James 
1:23-24) 

 
Now in the ancient world mirrors were different than what we are accustomed to. Generally they were made of 
copper or bronze that had been polished extensively. You could see your reflection, but it was usually dim and 
somewhat distorted, unlike mirrors today. Nevertheless, these ancient mirrors were still useful because they 
allowed a person to notice imperfections in their appearance and address them. That is what we use mirrors for, 
isn’t it? We want to see if we have food in our teeth or disheveled hair or whatever. But why do we want to 
notice that? So we can correct it. So we can do something about it. “What truly matters is not the look we take, 
but the action we take as a result of the look.”13 
 
How silly it would be to possess a mirror, take the time to look at it, but never do anything about what we see. 
What a waste. But you see, that is James’ point. He’s being deliberately absurd. By his analogy, the mirror is 



God’s Word. It helps us to see ourselves clearly and accurately.14 Sometimes we don’t like what we see, but in 
seeing it there is a chance to repent and, to borrow James’ language in verse 21, rid ourselves of “all filthiness 
and rampant wickedness”.  What a waste it is to have access to the perfect Word, pause to hear it, and then walk 
away immediately forgetting what we heard, doing nothing with it. He began well. He looked at the mirror. But 
in the end, he was no better off than one who owned no mirror. His glance did him no good.  
 
Is your hearing of the Word and study of the Word doing you any good? It’s not if you are not doing anything 
with it. It’s not if you leave this place and all but forget what we consider by the time you get to your car. Don’t 
forget what Jesus said about the house on the sand. What you do with the Word matters. It shows whether the 
Word has really been accepted by you and internalized. If the Word is not changing your life, then it’s not really 
entering your life. Unless it becomes a milestone in your life, it will serve as a millstone around your neck in the 
next life.15 
 
By contrast, James describes the true believer like this: 
 

“But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who 
forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.” (James 1:25)  

 
Note the contrast. James gives us two options. We can deceive ourselves (1:22) or bless ourselves (1:25).16 And 
this blessing is not presented as merely some end-time inheritance, but a present-day reality. We are blessed—
experience satisfaction and a profound happiness—when we know we are doing what pleases the Lord, even if 
it costs us something or leads to some temporary suffering. Nothing is more satisfying than knowing that you 
are at the center of God’s will.  
 
Still the language of verse 25 does raise some questions.17 We have no issue thinking of God’s law as “perfect”. 
We often describe the Bible as inerrant, sufficient, and absolutely authoritative. It is all of these things because 
it is perfect. But it is perfect because it comes from a perfect God. It reflects His perfect character. Why do we 
not murder? Because God gives life. Why do we not commit adultery? Because God is faithful. Why do we not 
steal? Because God is generous. Why do we not lie? Because God is truth and keeps His promises.18 You see? 
The law is perfect because God is perfect. And we understand it most clearly, when we understand it through 
the lens of Christ, who has fulfilled it and kept it in our place (Matt. 5:17), the law interpreted through the 
gospel grid.19  
 
This Gospel reminds us that we are not saved by our ability to keep the law. That’s legalism. Jesus is the only 
person to ever have kept all of God’s instructions perfectly. And the beauty of the Gospel is that His perfect 
record of obedience is credited to our accounts when we place our faith in Him to save. His death forgives all of 
our law-breaking. And His perfect obedience is shared with us. This is freely given to us as an underserved gift, 
by grace, through faith. But just because we are not saved by our obedience, doesn’t mean that we don’t obey 
God’s instruction. We do. We don’t do it to earn God’s favor. We do it as an act of worship and gratitude for 
having been given God’s favor in Christ. Paul summarizes these ideas best when he said this: 
 

“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 
9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” (Ephesians 2:8-10)  

 
But let’s get back to James…The most challenging part of James’ description in verse 25 is not the law’s 
perfection, but the fact that he calls it “the law of liberty”. Is that an oxymoron? We are not accustomed to 
thinking of law in terms of liberty. We tend to think of laws as restricting our freedom. If there is a law that says 
I can’t bear false witness, then that means I can’t say whatever I want. If there is a city ordinance that I can’t 
paint my house neon orange, then my options are limited. If the law says that I can’t drive above 30 mph in my 
neighborhood, then I am not free to drive above that without consequence. So when we hear the term “law,” we 
don’t think freedom. We don’t think liberty. 



 
Yet Sam Allberry points out something significant. 
 

“Western society tends to think of freedom purely in terms of the absence of restriction. The idea is that 
if we remove all constraints, we end up with freedom. So the imposition of rules and boundaries is a 
restriction of freedom, by definition. But in the Bible, real freedom is not the absence of any and every 
constraint, but rather, the presence of the right kind of constraint. Removing a fish from water does not 
give it more freedom, but less. It is designed to live in the water, not apart from it. Freedom from water 
is a removal of constraint, but it is also (for a fish) a complete misunderstanding of what freedom really 
is. Our own true freedom is only found when we are in the environment which we were designed to 
flourish in. And that is obedience to God’s word. As we live by God’s word, we experience true life. 
Only then can we be said to be properly free. God made us. As we follow his word and live in his ways, 
our lives end up going along the grain of how he has designed us to live. His word corresponds exactly 
to our nature."20 

 
Yes, of course, every law does restrict in some sense. It limits our freedom. But it also gives freedom. What do I 
mean? The law against bearing false-witness, as we’ve seen, forbids our kids from saying whatever they want to 
say when their parents ask them to tell them the truth about something. But when our children tell the truth, it 
results in parents being able to trust them. That trust leads to more freedom. If the child asks if he or she can do 
this or that and come home by dinner, the parent is more inclined to say yes. Why? Because the parent is 
liberated to trust them and they are in turn liberated from the constraints of suspicion, and constant check-ins, 
and other limitations.  
 
When God’s law tells us not to steal, it restricts what we can take but it ensures that we are not locked up and 
imprisoned, thereby losing our freedom. It frees our conscience as well. When God tells us to keep the Sabbath, 
then it frees us from overworking and succumbing to increasing secularization of our lives. When the city tells 
us not to speed, then it restricts how fast we can drive, but it ensures that we can maintain our freedom to drive 
by not having our license confiscated.21 The law leads to freedom. 
 
I love what Bethany Jenkins writes about this is the new ESV Women’s Study Bible: 
 

“Being born again does not mean that our problems are over. It simply means that we have the potential 
to live as liberated people. When we become Christians, God changes our relationship with the law. 
Instead of being a means of slavery, it becomes a means of liberty. The word that gives us new birth 
now becomes the agency to grow our new faith. The result is freedom.”22 

 
But how? James answers that. It comes first by receiving the Word. We hear it. We accept it. We believe it. 
That’s verses 19 through 21. But second, as James explains in verse 22, we don’t just hear God’s instructions. 
We obey them.  
 

“Full freedom includes both negative freedom—freedom from interference of constraint—and positive 
freedom—freedom for excellence and vision. When we receive 'the implanted word,' we receive 
freedom from sin and for righteousness. The word is not fundamentally a list of things we can and 
cannot do. Instead, it is a message from heaven that gives us the joy of being able to live out our 
theology. We get to be the ‘doers,’ not the ‘don’t-doers.’ Thus, the more we receive and obey the Word, 
the more free we become."23 

 
How amazing! Thanks be to God! 
 
Let me close with a memorable illustration drawn from Chuck Swindoll’s book, Improving Your Serve. He 
writes the following: 
 



“Let’s pretend that you work for me. In fact, you are my executive assistant in a company that is 
growing rapidly. I’m the owner and I’m interested in expanding overseas. To pull this off, I make plans 
to travel abroad and stay there until the new branch office gets established. I make all the arrangements 
to take my family in the move to Europe for six to eight months, and I leave you in charge of the busy 
stateside organization. I tell you that I will write you regularly and give you direction and instructions. 

I leave and you stay. Months pass. A flow of letters are mailed from Europe and received by you 
at the national headquarters. I spell out all my expectations. Finally, I return. Soon after my arrival I 
drive down to the office. I am stunned! Grass and weeds have grown up high. A few windows along the 
street are broken. I walk into the receptionist’s room and she is doing her nails, chewing gum, and 
listening to her favorite disco station. I look around and notice the waste baskets are overflowing, the 
carpet hasn’t been vacuumed for weeks, and nobody seems concerned that the owner has returned. I ask 
about your whereabouts and someone in the crowded lounge area points down the hall and yells, ‘I think 
he’s down there.’ Disturbed, I move in that direction and bump into you as you are finishing a chess 
game with our sales manager. I ask you to step into my office (which has been temporarily turned into a 
television room for watching afternoon soap operas). 

‘What in the world is going on, man?’ 
‘What do ya’ mean … ?’ 
‘Well, look at this place! Didn’t you get any of my letters?’ 
‘Letters? Oh, yeah—sure, got every one of them. As a matter of fact … we have had letter study 

every Friday night since you left. We have even divided all the personnel into small groups and 
discussed many of the things you wrote. Some of those things were really interesting. You’ll be pleased 
to know that a few of us have actually committed to memory some of your sentences and paragraphs. 
One or two memorized an entire letter or two! Great stuff in those letters!’ 

‘Okay, okay—you got my letters, you studied them and meditated on them, discussed and even 
memorized them. BUT WHAT DID YOU DO ABOUT THEM?” 

‘Do? Uh—we didn’t do anything about them.’” 
 
Everyone we know would agree that this scenario is absolutely absurd. But is that not eerily similar to the way 
people engage with God’s Word and Gospel. And even if that can pass for the norm in our day, it is no less 
absurd. What would that conversation look like when the Lord returns? 
 

“’Letters, Lord? Oh, yeah—sure, got every one of them. As a matter of fact, Lord, we have had letter 
study every Friday night. We have even divided all the congregation into small groups and discussed 
many of the things you wrote. Some of the things were really interesting. You’ll be pleased to know that 
a few of us have actually committed to memory some of your sentences and paragraphs. One or two 
memorized an entire letter or two! Great stuff in those letters!” 

‘Okay, you got my letters, you studied them and meditated on them, discussed and even 
memorized them. BUT WHAT DID YOU DO ABOUT THEM?’”24 

 
Let’s pray… 
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