Lesson 6 — PURE RELIGION AND UNDEFILED James 1:26-27

Many people deny the truth of salvation by God’s grace because they see in it no
strong motive for a life of obedience to God’s Word and no motive to fight the sins by
which we are all, believer and unbeliever, plagued in this life. The Gospel of God’s
grace states that all of salvation is conditioned on one Person, the Lord Jesus Christ,
and none of salvation is conditioned on sinners. The Gospel of grace reveals that God
justifies His people, sinners saved by grace, based on a righteousness accomplished
solely by Jesus Christ as the Surety, Substitute, Redeemer, and Preserver of His
people, and no part of that salvation is dependent upon what they do or do not do. It is
Christ’s righteousness imputed to them and from which they, as the result and fruit,
experience the Holy Spirit’s work and presence within them by new birth. The Gospel
reveals that we must believe in Christ, repent if dead works and idolatry, and they must
persevere in the obedience of faith, but it reveals also that these spiritual graces are not
of them but of God (Eph. 2:8-10). Where, then, does the believer’s mandate from God
for obedience fit into this plan? Many reason, “If none of it is conditioned on me, then
why obey? Why not just throw caution to the wind and sin the more?” In the following
verses, James answers these questions.

(1:26) — The issue here is hypocrisy in religion — being overly concerned with outward
show, ceremony, and trappings but no truth, heart, compassion, or obedience — “Woe
unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise
and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy,
and faith: these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone” (Matt.
23:23). Religious exercise can be no substitute for real righteousness, faith,
repentance, love, mercy, and obedience. Righteousness can only be found in Christ —
His righteousness imputed to us. We can strive for it, but we will not attain it in this life
(Php. 3:12-14). James mentions a specific matter where hypocrisy can be exposed
easily — controlling our tongues.

He says, “If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his
tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion is vain.” A person who
professes to be religious or pious but does not seek to control his tongue — speaks false
gospels and false doctrine, boasts of his works, speaks evil or critical of others, sows
discord among the brethren, or speaks in anger, unkindness and gossip, he is a
hypocrite, and his profession of faith in Christ and claim of love for the brethren is in
vain! Sins of the tongue many times reveal the state of the heart. This speaks of one
who does not seek to control the tongue. Apparently, this was a particular problem
James was moved to address (cf. James 3:1-8). Bridling the tongue is guiding and
guarding what we say by God’s Word — no false doctrine, lying, gossip, cursing, angry
words. We are to fight all these sins of the tongue and use our tongues for the glory of
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God, the salvation of sinners, and edification of brethren (Col. 4:5-6; Psa. 39:1; 141:3).
Speak as our Lord spoke. Three things for which we should all strive, which we will
never attain in this life, are (1) total commitment to Christ, (2) total communion with
Christ, and (3) total conformity to Christ. And our striving for these is to be motivated by
grace, love, and gratitude, not fear and greed.

(1:27) — Instead of using our tongues to hurt and even destroy people, as true children
of God, we ought to be concerned with the needs of our brethren. James chooses the
poorest and most destitute of people in that time (believing widows and orphans), ones
who cannot benefit us materially or positionally by our helping them — “Pure religion
and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and
widows in their affliction” — These would be acts of mercy and compassion wherein
we could expect nothing in return from them — simply showing love to our brethren in
need (1 John 3:16-18). To “visit” them means to care for their needs, not just go see
them. Although we are not saved by our works, true faith in Christ Who saves us by His
grace will be accompanied by the obedience of grace, love, and gratitude. So, if there
is within our local Gospel churches those who have been left destitute and cannot care
for their own needs, it is the responsibility of the church to care for them. As believers,
we are to help for those who are in need if we have the ability and opportunity, but it is
not the mission of the church here on earth to stamp out all poverty, build soup kitchens,
and build orphanages. The mission of the church here on earth is to spread the Gospel
message seek the salvation and edification of God’s people (Mark 14:3-9).

“And to keep himself unspotted from the world” (cf. Rom. 12:1-2). On the
surface, the Christian ethic is not so much different than worldly ethics and morality. For
example, false world religions of works salvation promote acts of devotion, charity,
mercy, and self-denial. Christ spoke of such acts in the sermon on the mount (Matt.
6:1-18). What, then, separates true Christian ethics from the world’s ethics. IT IS OUR
GOSPEL OF GOD’S GRACE IN AND BY THE MERITS AND POWER OF CHRIST
THAT KEEPS US LOOKING TO HIM FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS, A RIGHT
RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD, AND BLESSINGS NOW AND FOREVER INSTEAD OF
LOOKING TO OUR WORKS (Matt. 5:16; Eph. 2:8-10). It is also our motives of grace,
love, and gratitude instead of legal threats of law and the prospects of earning rewards
here and in glory. The Holy Spirit Who indwells empowers and motivates us by grace,
love, and gratitude to fight sin and seek to obey God for His glory. But the only way our
motives can be known is by our Gospel which brings us to understand God’s grace and
power in Christ (Rom. 7:4-6). So, by God’s grace and power, we must strive to guard
ourselves and not be corrupted or influenced by the world, certainly in its immorality, but
also in its false religion. And we can never judge ours or their salvation based on
outward appearance (Matt. 23:25,27-28).



