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October 20 // James 1:19-27  

This guide is meant to kickstart biblical exegesis for weekly study by Journey Group Leaders and other 
students of God’s Word. Here we provide historical-cultural background and literary context information 
in a concise format to help you in Step 1 of the Interpretive Journey—discovering what the text meant to 
its original audience.  
 
Note: This guide is meant as a kickstart to the FIRST step to exegesis, NOT as a complete interpretation 
of the meaning of the passage. (The rest of Step 1 and the subsequent four steps are meant to be 
completed in your personal time with the Lord and in your Journey Group discussion.) 
 

Beginning with the imperative, “Take note of this,” James shifts in this section to three critical 

reminders for his Jewish Christian friends who had been scattered throughout the Mediterranean 

world by persecution and oppression. First is the reminder to “get rid of” something in order to 

“humbly accept” something else. This command is wrapped in a rich visual imagery they would’ve 

recognized as the taking off of a garment once and for all. The picture is of a complete change in 

lifestyle—"a 180,” as we might call it—when one removes the life of dirt, filth, moral uncleanness, and 

especially greediness1, and humbly receives the new life God has given. The transformation from a life 

of greediness to the position of a meek and humble recipient is one to which we are all called, and it is 

the very attitude of those who are God’s poor which James referenced in the previous section. We are 

those who have come to the very end of our resources and who wait humbly, trusting upon God. 

James reminds his audience of this with some of the most common admonitions in Jewish wisdom,2 so 

that at a time in their lives when they would have been surely tempted to revolt, to fight back, to 

conquer the world which was oppressing them, they are reminded by James of this higher wisdom 

                                                
1 Davids, P. H. (1982). The Epistle of James: a commentary on the Greek text (p. 94). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 
2 John Walton and Craig Keener, NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016), 
2167. 
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and are called to be slow to speak, and slow to become angry. Even in the face of conflict from the 

outside culture, they (and we) are called to peace. 

Second, in vv. 22-25 James introduces another concept very much at home in the Jewish 

world, the idea that truth must be obeyed and not just studied.3 All strands of Jewish teaching witness 

to the idea that one must be a doer of the law, not just a hearer, but James probably draws most from 

the teaching of Jesus (Mt. 7:21-27; Lk. 6:46-49) with his reminder that to hear and not to practice is to 

deceive oneself.4 Although mirrors in that day were typical toilet articles, usually polished copper or 

bronze and used for fixing one’s hair, it is probable that the scattered believers were not in the 

economic position to own one. Many people had no mirrors at all, and so saw themselves rarely.5 If this 

is the case, they might more naturally forget their own appearance, and James’ reference is to the ease 

with which one loses the memory of the Word if one does not work hard to put it into practice.  

Third, in vv. 26-27 James sums up what has preceded and bridges the gap between it and 

chapter 2. James continues the theme of self-deception. Throughout Scripture, true piety included 

defending the oppressed and vulnerable (Am 2:6-7; 5:21-24), including widows and orphans (Isa 

1:17). In ancient culture, fatherless children and widows had no direct means of support, nor 

dependable legal defenders. However, God took special interest in defending them (Dt 10:18; Ps 

68:5; 146:9), and wanted His leaders to defend them, as well (Ps 82:3; Isa 1:23; Jer 5:28) and not 

exploit them (Ex 22:22-24; Dt 24:17; Ps 94:6; Isa 10:2; Jer 7:6; 22:3; Eze 22:7; Zec 7:10).6 Jewish 

people valued providing for widows and the fatherless, and James seems to be reminding them, This 

is who you are. Act like who you are, even when you are not where you were. That God is designated 

                                                
3 Davids, P. H. (1982). The Epistle of James: a commentary on the Greek text (p. 96). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 
4 Ibid. 
5 John Walton and Craig Keener, NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016), 
2167. 
6 Ibid. 
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“our Father” is not unusual either in James,  in Judaism, or in early Christianity, but here it serves a swift 

reminder that He is just as much Father of the one who is slandered or insulted or of the widow who is 

not helped or of the orphan who is not care for, as of the Christian who professes “true religion.”7 

 

                                                
7 Davids, P. H. (1982). The Epistle of James: a commentary on the Greek text (p. 103). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 


