A Religion Not Empty
James 1:19-21 — The Righteousness of the Implanted Word

The struggles of this life are not just external trials…often they are our own wrestling with sin, especially in relation to others in our community.  
Submit to the Implanted Word Which Wrought New Birth

The “Word of Truth” that God uses to bring about our new birth (v18) is not a dormant seed.  The Word of God continues to be the catalyst for growth and for deeds that accord with the righteous character of God.  James exhorts Christians to receive the implanted Word on a continual basis.  This submission to the Word of God will be accomplished day-by-day only in humility and meekness (v21).  Our encounter with God through His Word is not isolated to our conversion experience.  His Word continues to be a lighthouse in the fog of this world.
Turn from Former Ways Unto Righteousness
Prompted by the behavior of his readers, James exhorts his readers to ‘unclothe’ themselves of the morally filthy deeds and wickedness they continue to practice (v21).  As those who have the implanted Word within them (Jeremiah 31:33), these Christians are to repent continually of the practices that reflect their former life.  At the same time, they are “accomplish God’s righteousness” by acting in accord with the character and revelation of God (v20).  The “Word of Truth” brings about a new birth.  This new birth produces a new life of righteous deeds.  This new life still possesses sin, but it involves an active turning from sin for the believer.  God’s Word is our standard for this new life.
Righteousness in the Community of Believers

With what sins were these “12 tribes” struggling?  Several passages, including 1:19-21, indicate that these 12 tribes were struggling with internal discord.  James exhorts these believers with teachings rooted in the Wisdom Literature that encourage harmony and unity (Proverbs 10:19; 11:12; 13:3; 15:1; 17:27, 28; 29:20; Ecclesiastes 7:9).  Believers first must be “quick to hear.”  We must strive for a listening of understanding, always seeking to understand accurately the point of view of the other.  Similarly, believers must be “slow to speak.”  We must understand before we talk.  Also, excessive talking precludes a listening of understanding.  Above all, believers must be “slow to anger.”  Anger usually prompts us to speak too quickly, speak rashly, and plug our ears to the point of view of the other.  Though anger is not always considered a sin (Ephesians 4:26), our anger usually proceeds from selfishness and stubbornness (Matthew 5:21ff).  And this type of anger does not accomplish the righteousness of God in the community of believers.  So we must rid ourselves of this filth and humbly receive the implanted Word.
The End of the Implanted Word is Salvation

Though God brings about our new birth through His ‘Word of Truth’ upon conversion, this new birth is not the end of our salvation.  James often has in mind the future salvation, the complete salvation, God intends for all believers (2:12; 4:12; 5:20).  The road to this future salvation begins with the Word at conversion, is paved with our Word-wrought righteous deeds in this life, and is completed at the return of the Word (Jesus Christ) to bring about the fullness of His Kingdom.  James exhorts us to continue in the Word of God in humility now because it is the promise of the Word that we depend on to see our complete salvation at His Coming.  Accomplishing the righteousness of God now, empowered by God through His Word, gives us a confidence that we will be saved finally in the end.

Not only does the crown of life motivate us to endure under trial; it also reminds us of our need to live according to God’s righteous requirement as a foretaste of that life.
