A Religion Not Empty
James 1:26-27 — Empty, or Pure and Undefiled Religion?

  James continues his exhortations to be “doers of the Word and not hearers only” by directing the actions of those who seek to please God.  James gives us one negative exhortation and two positive exhortations.  James does not want us to deceive ourselves.  Rather, James wants us to live according to the new birth that God gave us.
Empty Religion: An Uncontrolled Tongue with a Deceived Heart

Christians have the temptation to think we are religious when we are not.  Even when considering our outward actions (James uses a word that emphasizes outward actions rather than inward piety), we can deceive ourselves.  We attend a weekly meeting.  We perform some spiritual disciplines.  We vote for the ‘right’ person.  Though not seeking to be comprehensive, James says that one sure sign of an empty (useless, worthless) religion is an uncontrolled tongue (v26).  Referencing his prior teaching on anger (1:19, 20) and expounding on it later (3:1ff), James knows that an uncontrolled (unbridled) tongue does not reflect the character and purposes of God.  Harsh words, gossip, lies, and even selective truth serve our own sinful purposes, not God’s.  They serve our pride and our own sinful choices.  If we still think that we express proper actions before God (i.e. are religious), we only deceive our own hearts.  We may be ‘doers,’ but we do wrongly.  Our actions are empty.
Pure and Undefiled Religion: Help for the Helpless
Rather than just telling us what should not be a part of our religious expression, James goes on to tell us (though not comprehensively) what should be a part.  First, a religion that is morally pure and acceptable in the eyes of God includes help for the helpless (e.g. orphans and widows; v27).  Throughout the Old Testament, God reveals Himself as One who brings mercy to those who are oppressed and without resource (Ex 22:21-27; Deut 14:28, 29; Psalm 68:4-6; Isaiah 1:10-17).  God’s ultimate expression of mercy to those without resource is the salvation and renewal He provides in Jesus Christ (1 Co 6:9-11).  God’s people were and are to reflect His character by bringing mercy to the helpless also.  This will include orphans and widows as well as the poor, the hurting, the homeless, the addicts, etc.  Our love for God overflows into a love for humanity…especially the helpless.
Pure and Undefiled Religion: Purity in this World

Second, a religion that is acceptable before God includes remaining pure (unstained) by this world of sin and rebellion (v27).  James expounds on this purity in several ways throughout his letter, but the exhortation is widely applicable.  Our religion is a product of our new birth, is governed by God’s Word that is implanted in us, and is always practiced “before our God and Father.”  Our religion is not governed by the dictates of this world, though of course it will involve aspects of our culture.  So as we practice our religion, we should always ask if our religion reflects our new birth, accords with God’s Word and Christ, and pleases God who is our Father.  If so, our religion is not empty, but pure and undefiled.  If not, we must repent and seek to please God rather than men.
Application
1. How can we as individuals and families give to the helpless in our community?  Who are the helpless in our community?  What can we give to help the helpless?  Can we give more?
2. Let our Sunday School class bring some food for the Food Pantry and some supplies for the Homeless Shelter.

3. Most of all, let us be ready to share the Gospel along with ourselves (1 Thessalonians 2:8)
