A Religion Not Empty
James 1:22-25 — Deceived or Blessed?

  James has already begun exhorting us to “receive the implanted word” that God used to give “us a new birth.”  James has exhorted us to live humbly by the same Word that first saved us.  James continues on this theme by alerting us to one of the primary pitfalls we encounter when engaging the Word of God: hearing and not doing.
The Deception of an Incomplete Encounter with the Word

Hearing (and reading, etc.) the Word of God is an essential aspect of the Christian life.  James is not minimizing the necessity of constantly hearing the Word of God.  Rather, James knows that only hearing the Word is not all that God requires.  We feast on a constant appetite of the Word in order to be “doers of the Word.” (22)

James goes so far as to say that we deceiver ourselves if we do one without the other.  We deceive ourselves that we are pleasing God.  We deceive ourselves that we are equipped for life.  We deceive ourselves that we are growing in maturity.  We deceive ourselves to our true religious state.
An Instructive Simile
Instead of just stating his point, James also illustrates it with a comparison (23-24).  Though a few interpretations have been posited as to what the comparison is (what the two people look at; how they look at it), James seems to be drawing our attention to the result of our gazing.  Just as it would be absurd and wasteful for someone to attend to himself (hair, face, teeth) in a mirror and forget what he looks like when he walks away, so also it is absurd and wasteful for us to look at the Word and forget what we have looked at.  We are not to be forgetful of the Word throughout the day (Exodus 13:3; Deuteronomy 6:12; Malachi 4:4).  We are not to have superficial, forgetful encounters with God’s Word.
The Blessing of a Complete Encounter with the Word

James does not want us to be deceived by only hearing the Word.  Rather, James wants us to be doers of the perfect Word (law) in freedom, and be blessed by God (25).  God’s revelation through His Word has found perfection in Jesus Christ.  Through Jesus Christ, we have received the freedom to obey His Word through our new birth.  We now have the ability and power to be “doers of the Word” and “persevere in it.”  We must rid ourselves of the self-deception that hearing the Word is enough, or all that we are capable of.  We must intentionally hear the Word so that we can act on it in a God-honoring way.  Then surely we will be blessed by God both in this life and also the life to come (Matthew 5:3-12; Luke 11:28).

What can we do to protect ourselves from being hearers only and not doers of God’s Word?  Here are some suggestions:

1. Remain in the community of believers.  The example, encouragement, and exhortation of others will spur us on to live out God’s Word.

2. However boring or inept (or insightful, or skilled) a lesson or sermon may be, let us strive to take away at least one point of application that we can use in the immediate future.

3. Memorize Scripture.  This way, we are less prone to go away from the mirror and forget what we have seen.

4. Meditate on Scripture.  This way, we are less prone to miss application to which God would lead us.

5. Intentionally gaze upon the wisdom of God’s Word in everyday situations.
