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Don’t Just Listen 

15th Sunday after Pentecost - Year B 

Psalm Reading: (45:1-2, 6-9) 

James (1:17-27), Mark (7:1-8,14-15,21-23) 

 

 Six pack abs, shredded abs, whatever you want to call 

them. I at one time had an ambition to be what is often 

referred to in weight lifting circles as, “ripped”. Well, in pursuit 

of this ambition I would go on Youtube and watch videos about 

six pack abs. And those videos would tell you that you needed 

to do all kinds of exercises. Yeah, there would be pictures of 

shirtless weight-lifters telling you that you had to be able to do 

planks, and hold them for x number of seconds and do so many 

repetitions of crunches and do leg lifts and hang from a bar and 

lift you legs up to your chest. I even saw some guy lightly beat 

his stomach with a nightstick. 

 And if all that was not enough, there are recommended 

diets, energy drinks, and you can get a personal trainer to tell 

you how to get six pack abs. But let me tell you, you really have 

to want six pack abs to get them. What I mostly did in my quest 

to be ripped was watch a few videos, read a few promotional 

pieces of literature on a website and halfheartedly try a few of 

the exercises. I will let you in on a secret, I never saw the least 

definition in my abdominal muscles. The best I could do was 

pull in my stomach and keep my t-shirt well-tucked in. But I 

could still imagine those shredded abs. If I really wanted to look 

like those guys in the promotional literature, you know, I would 

really need to do something! 
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 Well, this is a little bit like what James talks about in our 

epistle reading today. He writes, “Do not merely listen to the 

Word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says!” (NIV, James 

1:22). 

 James is an interesting book. Actually, it is one of my 

favorite books in the Bible. James is so practical. He is all about 

putting our faith into practice. The commentaries call this letter 

“moral exhortation”.1 Which is just a way of saying that he is 

trying to convince us to be and act good. And he does describe 

a way to do this. He is concerned about the law as a guide for 

living, and of course that law comes to us through the 

scriptures. And the scriptures are for us both the Old and New 

Testaments. Those testaments describe agreements between 

God and Humanity. He sees a moral person as one who actively 

obeys the rules laid out in say the Ten Commandments and of 

course spoken of by Jesus in the Gospels. 

 Some of your are probably wondering who this James guy 

was. Most scholars believe the author of this letter was “James, 

the brother of the Lord” Jesus2. Who is mentioned several 

times in the new Testament. He was known not only as the 

brother of Jesus, but often called “James the Just”. He was said 

to be extremely devout and was the main leader of the church 

in Jerusalem after the Crucifixion of Jesus. So his writing carries 

a lot of weight.  

 In verse 19 of the first chapter of this letter, James writes, 

“My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone 

should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become 

angry, because human anger does not produce the 

righteousness that God desires.” This is practical advice and is 
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undoubtedly advice you have heard before elsewhere in the 

form of “you never learn anything when your lips are moving.” 

But James goes a bit deeper than this in that he wants us to 

think about what we say and do first because it helps us to be 

more helpful to others, also because it keeps us from saying 

things that we might regret. Of course, he would also have us 

to be slow to anger. This is a tough one. This would be hard to 

do. I think that we often need to reign in our emotions when 

dealing with others, especially in adversarial relationships. And 

even though anger can be kept bottled up inside, it very often 

will come out in uncharitable behavior and as James says, “it 

does not produce the righteousness that God desires.” 

 Now James uses this example to lead into the idea that we 

should, “Therefore, get rid of all the moral filth and the evil that 

is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, 

which can save you.” I think of our moral being as kind of like 

an automobile and the Word of God is like oil. Which reminds 

me of a story about my brother. Back in the day, he was looking 

for a used car to get him back and forth from home to work. He 

went to a used car dealership down in Lapeer and wandered 

around the lot until he found a green Ford Galaxy 500. He 

kicked the tires a bit and the salesman came out to greet him. 

My brother went through a bunch of questions until he asked 

the crucial question, “So does it use any oil?” The salesman 

responded as you might expect, “This car hasn’t used a drop of 

oil since we brought it back from the auction.” 

 So my brother bought the car for a couple hundred bucks 

and drove it home. That evening he pulled the oil stick to check 

the oil level, and he exclaimed, “No wonder it doesn’t use any 
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oil, there isn’t any oil in it!” So our moral beings are like a car’s 

engine in a way. A car engine can get filled with gunk and filth 

as our hearts can be filled with gunk and filth and evil. But what 

can make the moral engine within us run better is lubrication 

from the Word and a renewal of that Word periodically, which 

we receive by reading the Bible, doing studies, and hearing the 

Word proclaimed in church on Sundays. I think that this speaks 

to how we live our daily lives and also anticipates our future 

after-life. 

 In this letter, then, we now see two aspects of how we 

might deal with the Word. Like the car engine, we might try to 

run totally without it, in which case we might overheat, or live 

an immoral life that can lead to self-destruction on both a 

moral as well as physical level. But on the other hand, we might 

just totally steep ourselves in the Word. We can love the Word, 

study the Word, but if we do not apply the Word all of those 

words are meaningless. We are never going to be strong in our 

faith. 

 James elaborates on this. He says that “Anyone who 

listens to the Word but does not do what it says is like someone 

who looks at his face in a mirror and after looking at himself, 

goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.” (v. 23-

24) This may seem a bit confusing, but we might think of it as 

someone looking in a mirror to discern their faults with a mind 

to correct them. But as soon as this person turns away, they 

forget what they see and do nothing.  

 And this is the case because the Word, like the mirror 

should convict us. And I mean convict us in two senses of the 

word. First, it should make us realize that we are sinners, as 
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indeed we are all sinners. And second, it should convince us of 

the truth of the Word and that we should be acting upon that 

truth. Indeed, if we accept the Word of the Lord as written in 

the Bible and inspired by the Holy Spirit, then it should prompt 

us to action. 

 James makes this quite clear in the next verse. He writes, 

“But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives 

freedom, and continues in it – not forgetting what they have 

heard, but doing it – they will be blessed in what they do.” and 

there is nothing more that we might ask of God than blessings 

upon our labors. And we should be contemplating this now. 

Especially on the eve of Labor Day when we honor all those 

who labor now and all those who have labored in the past. 

 So it should be getting quite clear here that James is 

talking about a two step process. He is talking first about 

reading and understanding the Word, and then he is telling us 

that we should act on this word. Of course, there must be a 

balance between the two. Action needs to be informed by the 

Spirit and what the Spirit has to tell us through the Word. And it 

is good when reading and studying of the Word is formed by 

experience. So there is a constant circular process. 

 We get an idea of the symbiotic nature of the Word and 

our activity in the world when James writes, “He [God] chose to 

give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind 

of firstfruits of all he created.” (v.18) Ask yourself this 

question… “How did God create the universe? How did God 

create humanity?” Remember way back in Genesis, the third 

verse, God says “Let there be light!” and so there is light! In 

verses 26 and 27 of that same first chapter of Genesis, God 
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creates humanity in the same way. Merely speaking the Word 

is an act of creation! James reminds us that our creation comes 

through the Word of truth, and so Word and action are 

inextricably linked, and they are inextricably linked in us! The 

truth is, if we hear the Word, truly hear the Word, then it will 

inspire us to action because there is something of the Word 

already within us. We were created through it! 

 James writes, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, 

coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does 

not change like shifting shadows.” And yes, the Lord has gifted 

us. God has given us our existence through the Word, and God 

has made us in the Image of God. And just as the Lord creates 

through the Word so we create and act through the Word. This 

is a sacred trust that has been given to us, to both hear the 

Word and to act upon it and to act through it. 

 And as ephemeral as it may sound, James is giving us the 

most practical of advice. He is telling us if we want six pack abs 

we have to start doing some crunches, if we want a strong 

faith, that we must act on that faith. He is saying that if we 

want a smooth drive for our Ford Galaxy 500 we need to put 

some oil in the engine, and if we want to act in a holy and 

righteous way, we must oil our faith with the Word. If we want 

to please God then we must not merely listen to the Word, we 

must do what it says! 

 Please bow your head and pray with me… 

 Eternal God, you made us in your image. You gave us your 

Word. Lord give us the strength and understanding to read your 

Holy Book and apply the verses therein to our own lives, that 



7 

 

we may imitate your example, loving and watching over your 

infinite creation.  

 

ἀμἠν 

1   NIB, Vol 12, 178. 
2   Ibid, 182. 

                                                           


