
Reclaiming Religion

James 1:26-27



Last Week

James exhorted us to be “doers” 
and not merely “hearers” of  the 

Word.

This Week 

(and in coming weeks)

James explains to us what a 
“doer” does.



In 2018, How Do Most 
People React to the Word:

Religion?



religion at dictionary.com

1. a set of  beliefs concerning the cause, 
nature, and purpose of  the universe, 
especially when considered as the 
creation of  a superhuman agency or 
agencies, usually involving devotional 
and ritual observances, and often 
containing a moral code governing the 
conduct of  human affairs.

2. a specific fundamental set of  beliefs and 
practices generally agreed upon by a 
number of  persons or sects





RELIGION, noun relij'on. [Latin religio, from religo, to bind 
anew; re and ligo, to bind. This word seems originally to have 
signified an oath or vow to the gods, or the obligation of  such 
an oath or vow, which was held very sacred by the Romans.]

2. religion as distinct from 
theology, is godliness or real piety 
in practice, consisting in the 
performance of  all known duties to 
God and our fellow men, in 
obedience to divine command, or 
from love to God and his law. James 
1:26.





RITUAL



James 1:26-27

26 If  anyone thinks himself  to be 
religious, and yet does not bridle his 
tongue but deceives his own heart, this 
man’s religion is worthless. 27 Pure and 
undefiled religion in the sight of  our 
God and Father is this: to visit orphans 
and widows in their distress, and to 
keep oneself  unstained by the world.



As We Said Last Week:

One of  the chief  
characteristics of  self-

deception in the Christian life 
is that believers can make an 

empty show of  religious 
devotion and still claim 

authentic faith.



James 1:26

26 If  anyone thinks 
himself  to be religious, 
and yet does not bridle his 
tongue but deceives his 
own heart, this man’s 
religion is worthless. 



“Religious”
θρησκός (thrēskos)

Literally, “to tremble”; “fearing or 
worshiping God”

•Depending on how the term is modified, 
“religion” is used in two ways:

1. A way of  life that embodies bad faith

2. A way of  life that embodies true faith



The Real Question About Religion

Which is true 
religion and 

which is vain?





For Example, Matthew 6:1-6

1 “Beware of  practicing your righteousness before men to 
be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with 
your Father who is in heaven. 2 “So when you give to the 
poor, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites 
do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be 
honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward 
in full. 3 But when you give to the poor, do not let your left 
hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your 
giving will be in secret; and your Father who sees what is 
done in secret will reward you. 5 “When you pray, you are 
not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray 
in the synagogues and on the street corners so that they 
may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their 
reward in full. 6 But you, when you pray, go into your inner 
room, close your door and pray to your Father who is in 
secret, and your Father who sees what is done in secret will 
reward you.



Acts 26:4-5

4 “So then, all Jews know my manner 
of  life from my youth up, which from 
the beginning was spent among my 
own nation and at Jerusalem; 5 since 
they have known about me for a long 
time, if  they are willing to testify, that I 
lived as a Pharisee according to the 

strictest sect of  our religion.



Being “Religious”

• The self-deceiving brother is “religious,” 
but the character of  his religion is empty.

• Such religion has always been a problem 
for the church.

• And now, in the 21st century, with so many 
names for Christianity and with a vain 
religion characterizing so many churches, 
the idea of  religion is entirely unappealing 
to so many.













So, What is Religion?

Religion is the external, observable 
qualities of  the life of  true faith in 

Christ.

In that sense, religion is 
indispensable in the life of  the 

believer, but only if  it is true to the 
faith.



What is the Test of  True Religion?



“bridle his tongue”

•“bridle” -
χαλιναγωγέω
(chalinagōgeō)

•Only James uses 
this word in the 
NT (3:2)



Psalm 39:1

1 I said, “I will guard my 
ways That I may not sin with 
my tongue; I will guard my 
mouth as with a muzzle 
While the wicked are in my 
presence.”



The Tongue is to be Bridled

• Notice it doesn’t say “muzzled.”

• It is not that the tongue or speech is at all 
bad; in fact, James will later affirm the 
tongue as an instrument of  potential 
blessing in Ch. 3.

• An unrestrained tongue, however, is a 
destructive force and an instrument of  
deception, which James will also address in 
Ch. 3.



Back to the Bridle Imagery

• Control of  the tongue stands for control of  
the whole self  against temptation to 
indulge evil desire and to become 
deceptive about one’s own double-
mindedness.

• Control of  the tongue stands for 
persevering under trial, praying to God for 
wisdom, and using the tongue, indeed the 
entire body, for the obedience of  faith.







By the Way…

Your Tongue Bone’s Connected 
to Your Heart Bone!



Matthew 12:33-37

33 “Either make the tree good and its fruit good, 
or make the tree bad and its fruit bad; for the tree 
is known by its fruit. 34 You brood of  vipers, how 
can you, being evil, speak what is good? For the 
mouth speaks out of  that which fills the heart. 35
The good man brings out of  his good treasure 
what is good; and the evil man brings out of  his 
evil treasure what is evil. 36 But I tell you that 
every careless word that people speak, they shall 
give an accounting for it in the day of  judgment. 
37 For by your words you will be justified, and by 
your words you will be condemned.”





What Does James Call
Religion that goes with an 

unbridled tongue?

“Worthless”



Worthless Religion
is merely external.

It is virtual idolatry.



1 Corinthians 15:1-2

1 Now I make known to you, 
brethren, the gospel which I 
preached to you, which also you 
received, in which also you stand, 2 
by which also you are saved, if  you 
hold fast the word which I 
preached to you, unless you 
believed in vain.



James 1:27

27 Pure and undefiled 
religion in the sight of  our 
God and Father is this: to 
visit orphans and widows in 
their distress, and to keep 
oneself  unstained by the 
world.



What is Genuine Religion?

•That which is “pure and 
undefiled…in the sight of  our 
God and Father.”

•James does not leave room for 
human definitions here.

•The life of  one who practices true 
religion is marked by service to 
God.



Paul Says:

•1 Corinthians 10:31 – “Whether, 
then, you eat or drink or whatever 
you do, do all to the glory of  
God.”

•1 Timothy 4:4 – “For everything 
created by God is good, and 
nothing is to be rejected if  it is 
received with gratitude”



“Pure and Undefiled”

• In this sense, vain religion is impure 
and defiled—claiming one thing while 
doing another is the very definition of  
double-mindedness, which James has 
already condemned.

•To a pagan or legalist, “undefiled” 
meant freedom from ritual defilement, 
but to the Christian it must have a 
spiritual meaning.



James is NOT Teaching

•That Christianity is merely a code 
of  ethics. 

•Organized worship, the outward 
expression, is essential, but 
worshiping God must include its 
fruits in moral behavior. 

•The power of  God compels us to 
act.



Romans 5:8

“But God demonstrates His own love 
toward us, in that while we were yet 

sinners, Christ died for us.”

Christ visited you when you were in sorest 
need.

Therefore, those who practice true religion 
“visit” the most vulnerable members of  

church and society, “orphans and widows.”





Orphans & Widows in the OT

• Malachi 3:5 –

“Then I will draw near to you for judgment; 
and I will be a swift witness against the 
sorcerers and against the adulterers and 

against those who swear falsely, and against 
those who oppress the wage earner in his 

wages, the widow and the orphan, 
and those who turn aside the alien and do 

not fear Me,” says the Lord of  hosts.



Psalm 68:5

5 A father of  the 
fatherless and a 
judge for the widows, 
Is God in His holy 
habitation.





And in the NT - Matthew 23:14

14 Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites, because 
you devour widows’ 
houses, and for a pretense you 
make long prayers; therefore 
you will receive greater 
condemnation.







Provisions Made in Acts 6:1

1 Now at this time while the 
disciples were increasing in 
number, a complaint arose on the 
part of  the Hellenistic Jews against 
the native Hebrews, because their 

widows were being overlooked in 
the daily serving of  food.



Luke 4:25-26

25 But I say to you in truth, there were 
many widows in Israel in the days of  
Elijah, when the sky was shut up for 
three years and six months, when a 
great famine came over all the land; 26
and yet Elijah was sent to none of  
them, but only to Zarephath, in the 
land of  Sidon, to a woman who was a 
widow.



1 Timothy 5:3, 9-10

3 Honor widows who are widows indeed…9 
A widow is to be put on the list only if  she is 
not less than sixty years old, having been the 
wife of  one man, 10 having a reputation for 
good works; and if  she has brought up 
children, if  she has shown hospitality to 
strangers, if  she has washed the saints’ feet, 
if  she has assisted those in distress, and if  
she has devoted herself  to every good work.



John 12:8

“For you always have 
the poor with you, 

but you do not 
always have Me.”



“keep oneself  unstained by the world”

•Believers hold themselves apart from 
the ways of  the world.

•The worldly system is at enmity with 
God, and therefore, a believer cannot 
serve two masters.

•Having received the “word of  truth,” 
our lives become overwhelmingly 
RELIGIOUS.



In Other Words

•Your life is characterized by God’s 
Word, and your actions match.

•You are not merely a hearer but a 
doer.

•You practice pure and undefiled 
religion.

•You are unstained by the world.



Faith and Faithful Works

•Your faith is the result of  your 
love of  God with all your heart, 
soul, and mind.

•Your love for others and your 
service to them are an 
inescapable byproduct of  your 
faith in God. 



One Commentator noted:

“Like Jesus, James sees 
worship not in terms of  
external law but as an 

expression of  inner 
active goodness.”



Finally…

• While James uses an effective illustration, 
and we are certainly still called to help the 
widow and the orphan, this active faith of  
ours is not limited to them.

• There are so many lost in this city, state, 
country, and world, and many are facing 
trials that we could not imagine.

• If  they are ever going to find joy, we must 
give them Christ.



And Let Me Remind You:

•From a spiritual perspective…

We were all 
orphans and 

widows.




