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James 1:26-27  [26] If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives 
his heart, this person's religion is worthless. [27] Religion that is pure and undefiled before God 
the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained 
from the world. 
 
The stuff of everyday life is important to God and should be important to us because Life in 
Christ affects all of life.  We are going to look at three areas of everyday life that James says 
reveal our true relationship with God: our communication, our response to the needs around us, 
and our relationship with the world. 
  

1. Our Communication — the test of the bridled tongue 
2. Our Compassion — the test of caring for the needy 
3. Our Consecration — the test of purity/holiness 

 
Religion in these verses isn’t referring to a set of beliefs such as Judaism or Islam or 
Scientology…but the integrity between what someone says they believe and who their actions 
reveal they are truly living for.  It refers to any external manifestation of spirituality; the specific 
ways a heart-relationship to God is expressed in our lives. Should display new life relating with 
God and empowered by God.  
 
James echoes Biblical pattern exposing disconnect between outward actions and heart 
relationship - Jesus w/Pharisees, God with Israel in Isaiah 1:11-17: 
 [11] “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? 
  says the LORD; 
 I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams 
  and the fat of well-fed beasts; 
 I do not delight in the blood of bulls, 
  or of lambs, or of goats. 
 [12] “When you come to appear before me, 
  who has required of you 
  this trampling of my courts? 
 [13] Bring no more vain offerings; 
  incense is an abomination to me. 
 New moon and Sabbath and the calling of convocations 
  I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. 
 [14] Your new moons and your appointed feasts 
  my soul hates; 
 they have become a burden to me; 
  I am weary of bearing them. 
 [15] When you spread out your hands, 
  I will hide my eyes from you; 
 even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; 
  your hands are full of blood. 
 [16] Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 
     remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; 



 cease to do evil, 
 [17]  learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; 
 bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow's cause. 
 
Not about special religious activities - but all of life. Let’s look at the tests James gives to reveal 
whether there is true life in God: 
 
1. Our Communication — the Test of the Bridled Tongue 
[26] If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this 
person's religion is worthless.  
 
Horse’s bridle —  The use of such a device allows a beast that is bigger, stronger, and faster 
than any man to be directed and steered in a desired direction by any rider.  The bridle doesn’t 
take away the horse’s size or strength or speed, but harnesses it for the rider’s purpose.  To 
take him where he needs to go, to carry burdens greater than he can bear himself, to transport 
him more quickly than he can travel on his own.   
 
James says the Christian’s tongue is a bridled tongue — God holds the reigns — it’s used for 
His purposes.  The bridled horse doesn’t set its own direction, but goes where the rider 
directs.  God claims authority over our communication.  He’s not looking for vows of silence, but 
speech that honors and reflects Him.  Bridled communication is communication used for God’s 
agenda.  At home, at school, at work, in public and in private. 
 
Words reveal the genuineness of our relationship with God because we don’t do well filtering 
what dwells in our hearts from exiting our lips. God’s own speech and communication is 
consistent with His character and His actions.  He speaks and it comes to pass.  He speaks 
worlds into being by His words — His words are not separated from His will or action.  God does 
not lie.  If we are to be like Him, and to live for Him, there is no room for empty or deceptive 
words.  No room for speech that tears down those we are called to build up — to their face or 
behind their back… 
 
What does bridled communication look like?  When God holds the reigns, communication is 
patient and kind, not boastful, arrogant, or rude.  It doesn’t insist on its own way, is not irritable 
or resentful, and it does not rejoice at wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth.  It is encouraging, 
seeking to build up others and strengthen them in God’s grace.  True religion is revealed in 
communication that is used for God’s glory, for His testimony, for His truth, in ways that line up 
with His heart.  Life in Christ will be revealed by who holds the reigns on our tongue. 
 
If we claim to be Christians and our tongues are not bridled, we deceive our own hearts.  James 
says “this person’s religion is worthless”.  He isn’t saying this person has some work to do, he 
says his religion is worthless.  It has no value. (KKK illustration - claim to be religious yet spew 
forth hate…)  Jesus declared that not everyone who calls out, “Lord, Lord, didn’t we do this and 
that in your name?” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only those who also DO the will of the 
Father — many will hear instead, “Depart from me, I never knew you.”  
You don’t have to be part of the Ku Klux Klan to be totally earnest AND totally self-deceived.  To 
ignore God’s voice this morning is as foolish for you as for the people in that photo to think their 
white sheets represent righteousness.  It’s far better to find out your religion is worthless today, 
when you can do some-thing about it, than on the day of judgment when it is too late. 
 



Your tongue is not your own, it has been bought with a price, therefore communicate in such a 
way as to glorify the one who has redeemed it!  Life in Christ changes who is in charge of what 
you communicate! 
 
2. Our Compassion — the test of caring for the needy 
[27] Religion that is pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit orphans and 
widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world. 
 
James, like other biblical writers, uses ‘widows and orphans’ as shorthand for those in need, 
those that are vulnerable and at risk of being taken advantage of or abused.  In ancient times, 
widows and orphans were especially vulnerable because the husband and father that would 
otherwise protect and provide for them was gone.  No insurance policy, no police force, no 
deadbolt for your front door - they were dependent upon the kindness and mercy of those 
around them.  So, in the OT God revealed Himself as their protector and caregiver and through 
the law and prophets called His people to be the same. 
 
Deuteronomy 10:17-19  [17] For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the 
great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe. [18] He 
executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and 
clothing. [19] Love the sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.   
 
The motivation: Because you too were sojourners — you were in need and without a home too, 
and I saved you.  He’s clearly not saying that the way to earn God’s love is to take care of the 
needy; but because you were needy and God loved you, you in turn should show love and 
compassion to those in need around you. What do you have that you have not received?  God 
delivered you to be His agents of deliverance! 
 
Deuteronomy 24:17-18 [17] “You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or to the 
fatherless, or take a widow's garment in pledge, [18] but you shall remember that you were a 
slave in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to 
do this.   
 
Remember your former state.  Remember your helplessness and poverty and inability to save 
yourself.  Remember how much God has done for you!  Don’t neglect those in need around 
you.  Don’t deny them access to the same grace and life in Him that has undeservedly been 
extended to you! 
 
Social causes are not the gospel, but meeting needs and alleviating suffering can certainly open 
doors for the gospel. The gospel’s effect on our lives fuels and transforms what we are living 
for. Our life in Christ is meant to make a difference in the lives of those around us. 
 
I’d venture most of us are far too comfortable and unconcerned with the needs all around 
us.  We’re ignorant - sometimes purposefully so - of the plights of those without voices, without 
choices, without hope “in their affliction”.  The widow, the orphan, the unborn, the victims of 
human trafficking, domestic violence, sexual abuse, the homeless, the prisoner, the persecuted, 
the refugee, the malnourished and desperate…  
 
I don’t know what it’s like to be pulled over just because of the color of my skin.  Or to go 
through life never having known my father, or not known when my next meal would be, or where 
I would sleep that night.  I’ve never had to live in constant fear of those outside my door, or 
those under my roof.  I have never been so desperate that I felt I had no other choice. But 



others have, others around us are there right now.  We can plug our ears and pretend that their 
problems aren’t real, or with God’s power, we can do what we can where we can. 
 
Maybe God is prompting you to go on a mission trip, or to fight against racial injustice here at 
home, to serve at Miracle Hill’s women’s shelter, or mentor a teen without a supportive family in 
their boys or girls homes.  If He is, don’t ignore His voice! Maybe He is calling you to support the 
Reconcile church plant in West Greenville in a specific way or serve a particular individual or 
family in our own congregation; to volunteer at the PWC - maybe at the 5K or by counseling a 
teen girl rejected by her family, scared of what’s next. Maybe God is leading you to sponsor an 
orphan, or to foster care, or adoption — all beautiful pictures of the gospel and the God who 
cares for the fatherless.  James says to visit orphans and widows in their affliction.  It can be by 
yourself or with your family or CG; using your money or time or talents… I don’t know exactly 
what ways God wants you to walk that out, but I know He wants us to walk this out.  
 
Being bought with a price means that we are no longer the ones calling the shots.  Life in Christ 
means we live for another and have committed to pursuing His agenda.  
 
3. Our Consecration — the test of Purity/Holiness 
[27] Religion that is pure and undefiled before God the Father is this: to visit orphans and 
widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world. 
 
‘The world’ is biblical shorthand for ‘anything and everything that is at odds with the Lordship of 
Christ over our lives’.  James knows the primary danger for those calling themselves disciples is 
not that they will knowingly bend a knee to Satan and call him “lord”, but allowing a love affair 
with some enchantment of this world to pollute and defile a supposed allegiance to Christ.   
 
When James speaks of keeping “unstained from this world”, he’s not talking about a spot on our 
favorite shirt in need of Tide.  He’s talking about corruption and contamination.  Instead of a 
clean shirt, think drinking water… 
 
One in nine people around the world, a total that reaches 100s of millions, do not have access 
to clean drinking water.  Meaning if we were representative of the world’s population, 22 or so of 
us are affected, a whole CG!  EVERY DAY 3,000-4,500 children die related to water borne 
illnesses, because the source of their water is the same stream their animals drink from and 
relieve themselves in.  
 
When we think of being unstained from this world, this is what we need to think 
of! Contamination from the world isn’t drinking a mostly pure glass of water with a bit of naughty 
stuff in it…Its drinking poison!  The effects are deadly.  One in nine people are constantly in 
danger of cholera, typhoid fever, dysentery, and Hepatitis A.  But as horrifying as that statistic is, 
we should be even more alarmed at the danger every one-out-of-one of us are in if we are 
flirting with, or indulging in the defiling influence of this world.    
 
Has some allurement of this world captured your heart?  Is it money or security or acceptance 
by others?  A need for control or comfort or applause?  Is it sex or pornography, alcohol or 
weed?  A desired relationship or an unwillingness to let go of bitterness?  Is there anything that 
you’ve declared, “God, you can be Lord of my life in every area but this one”?  If so, He’s not 
really Lord and your religion is defiled.  
 
When we say ‘yes’ to Christ, we say ‘no’ to the world, because God doesn’t share His bride with 
competing suitors. Life in Christ reveals we are His in the multitude of daily pressures and little 



decisions where our faith is constantly tested.  The world is unrelenting in its attempts to erode 
away our values and standards, as it constantly competes with God for our time, money, and 
energy. 
 
Romans 12:1-2  [1] I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. [2] Do 
not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing 
you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.  
 
Conclusion 
Stained, impure, defiled, worthless… Realize that James is addressing people that THINK they 
are right with God, while there is clear evidence to the contrary.  He calls us to look for signs of 
spiritual life, not willpower or trying harder. Evidence that the Spirit of God is at work within you. 
Are you being empowered to live differently?  If God isn’t involved, obviously, our religion is 
worthless!  But if He is giving us life, what He gives will be pure and undefiled.  The question 
isn’t whether we do enough of these things to merit pleasing God, but whether or not it is clear 
that God has birthed a work in us.  Don’t try to fake it!  You can have the real thing!  
 
If you’ve been taking stock this morning and find your religion worthless…what a frightening 
place to be!  But that doesn’t mean you have to remain there!  If God is exposing emptiness of 
your religion, thank Him for doing it today instead of the Day of Judgment!  
 
At the beginning of the message we read from Isaiah 1 where God was railing against the 
emptiness of Israel’s religious practices. 
Isaiah 1:15-18  [15] When you spread out your hands, 
  I will hide my eyes from you; 
 even though you make many prayers, 
  I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. 
 [16] Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 
     remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; 
 cease to do evil, 
 [17]  learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; 
 bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow's cause. 
Let’s read one more verse: 
[18] “Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD: 
 though your sins are like scarlet, 
  they shall be as white as snow; 
 though they are red like crimson, 
  they shall become like wool. 
 
There is only one who perfectly controlled His speech, who selflessly gave of Himself to those in 
need and remained utterly unstained by this world.  Confess your sins to Him.  He is faithful and 
just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  Where your religion has 
been worthless, He will impart Christ’s righteousness and give you life in Him.  
 
“A thing as potent as the new birth, if it has taken place, cannot be hidden; it cannot fail to make 
its presence felt.  To have the life of God in us and remain unchanged is unthinkable.” -J.A. 
Motyer 
 
 



The stuff of everyday life is important to God and should be important to us, because Life in 
Christ affects all of life. 
________ 
 
Application Questions: 
 

• What are some helpful boundaries you’ve established for life? (Between work, school, 
home, personal-time, etc.) 

• Are there ways you functionally import the idea of boundaries into your relationship with 
God? (Unhelpfully, declare certain areas not His to command?) 

• What ‘spiritual activities’ can feel for you like ‘going through the motions', more than 
reflective of spiritual life?  

• If the bridled tongue is communication with God holding the reigns, where does your 
speech reveal your own direction instead of His? 

• What are some times/ways your communication says what it shouldn’t?  Since it is out of 
the overflow of the heart that the mouth speaks, what is revealed about my heart in 
those moments? 

• What are some ways/times you don’t speak when you should? (If my speech is to be a 
reflection of God holding the reigns…) What is revealed about my heart in these 
moments? 

• Have you spoken to God about your speech?  What one thing would be appropriate for 
you to pray for in this area? 

• Are you regularly aware of your need for God, and your state apart from Him?  If so, 
what do you do to cultivate that dependence?  If not, what keeps you from such an 
awareness? 

• How does/could an awareness of your needy-ness before God influence your 
compassion for those around you?   

• Is there a particular individual, group, or ministry that God has placed on your heart as a 
way to reflect His compassion?  What is your next step for getting more involved? 

• Is there an allurement of this world that has captured your heart, or an area of life you’ve 
declared to God that He can’t touch?  Or areas where you recognize your heart is in 
danger? 

• How do you cultivate a vigilance within your soul in combatting the enticements of this 
world? 

• When are you tempted to view these areas as means of attaining God’s pleasure, rather 
than revealers of relationship? 

• How does the gospel need to speak to our hearts in the face of such examinations? 
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