
D. BENSON 
AUGUST 30TH 2015 

 1 

Pure Religion in an Impure World: James 1:17-27 
 
The word “religion” has become a bit of a dirty word in the world we live in.  For the 
modern/post-modern generations, to be considered religious is to be thought of as out of 
touch with reality, brainwashed perhaps, irrational, backward thinking, hypocritical, 
judgmental, or guilty of any number of atrocities committed in the name of religion.  To 
be religious means that you go to church or synagogue or the mosque.  The über religious 
dress differently, abstain from food or drink, shun several aspects of society, and usually 
keep an extremely tight (and often oppressive) reign on their women and children.  Even 
Jesus hard a hard time with “religious people” and condemned them for the same things 
we condemn the contemporary religious – for hypocrisy, judgmentalism, and the fact that 
they seemed to miss the point. 
 
But the “spiritual” – that’s another category all together.  The “spiritual” have been 
liberated from the shackles of religion, have transcended the oppressiveness of the 
institution, and have found a way of expressing their connection to the “spirit” (spirit 
divine and/or spirit within).  I just finished a series on the kind of “spirituality” the 
Beatitudes encourage believers to cultivate in order to be more attentive to the work of 
God in the world, and I have often spoken of the distinction between spirituality and 
religion and the cultural implications of both in the world we live in.   

 
But today, I am beginning to wonder if this distinction is a false one.  Is the real 
distinction between spirituality and religion, or is it between false/weak/defiled religion 
and pure/true religion?  Spirituality that has any kind of meaningful content needs some 
kind of a container or a framework to give it shape and context for expression.  I think 
“religion” is this framework, and “pure religion” is what happens when what we say we 
believe is worked out with authenticity and integrity within the world. Pure religion is a 
difficult concept for us to consider, perhaps in part because in a tolerant society, we are 
already nervous of those who claim to possess the only true or pure path to God, and we 
are predisposed to be wary of the power that institutionalized religion can wield.  Very 
few of us want to be considered “religious” – radically devout, fundamentalist, or 
otherwise narrow-minded.  After all, isn’t that where holy wars (of any brand), religious 
oppression (of any brand), and the annihilation of unbelievers (of any brand) stem from? 
 
Let’s explore this a little further as we look at the first chapter of James’ letter to 
believers who had been dispersed throughout the ancient world. 
 
When we read through the letters of the New Testament, many of them read like 
theological treatises.  But not James.  While James’ letter is profoundly theological, his 
primary concern is in the way we live out the life of faith with integrity.  James was 
writing to believers who had been dispersed throughout the world, and who were finding 
themselves confronted with trying to be faithful in pluralistic contexts, in cities and towns 
that held to very different codes of conduct and standards for morality.  Like us, these 
were people who were confronted with the reality that they were among the minority who 
were faithful believers in the saving work of God in Christ, and the culture all around 
them tempted them away from single minded devotion to their Lord.   
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We have seen throughout history (and the present) that when faithful people live in the 
midst of a culture that holds radically different values, one of two things happen. Either 
the religious withdraw from society in order to remain pure and untainted.  Or the 
religious end up being assimilated, at least in part, opting for a more diluted expression of 
faith that takes on the character of the culture. Jesus speaks about this when he points out 
the failure of the religious to distinguish between the tradition of the elders (culture) and 
the precepts of scripture (Mark 7:1-13).  In our own context, the way we handle 
Christmas in the church is a telling example (among many) of how much of our 
“religion” has been stained by the world. 
 
So, how do we live in the world and remain faithful?  How do proclaim the saving work 
of God in our lives without tainting the message of the gospel with the traditions and 
expectations of our society?  Can pure religion exist in the world, (single minded 
devotion to God and the work of his Kingdom) without escaping out of the world? 
 
In this short section, James offers some wise counsel.  
 
James begins with a proclamation and affirmation of the gospel.  Always a good place to 
start.  Every good gift comes from above, from the Father of lights, in whom there is no 
variation. This Father gave us new birth/new life in and by the Word of Truth (Jesus 
Christ himself), so that we would be a part of the new creation, a part of God’s 
redemptive work throughout the world (1:17-18).  James’ words remind us of Jesus’ 
words to Nicodemus in John’s gospel – you must be born from above in order to 
experience the new life of the kingdom of God (John 3:3-8).  James’ wants believers to 
know that they have been given the gift of new life in Jesus Christ, and the proper 
response to that gift is life-encompassing.  It involves moving toward the kind of 
character and action that reflects the truth of the Word.  
 
You can’t call yourself religious if your life doesn’t reflect the Word you have claimed to 
have heard.  Christian integrity requires a congruency between what we say we believe 
and how we behave in the world.   
 
Ever the practical one, James offers an every-day life kind of example to illustrate what 
he means.  Christians who have integrity will be slow to anger, quick to listen, and will 
watch their mouths.  In our day, the art of listening is a lost art as most of us are ready to 
interject, interrupt, or insinuate our own opinions and ideas into a conversation far more 
quickly than we are ready to listen.   
 
When it comes to being quick to anger, those of you who are parents will know that it is 
much easier to be quick to anger and slow to listen when it comes to dealing with 
children.  Let’s say for example, hypothetically, you walk into a room and discover Lego 
all over the floor (that you step on – ouch), dirty dishes on the coffee table, the remnants 
of a craft piled up on a table, and all of this after having repeatedly told the children to 
clean up their mess.  Most likely, the first word out of a parent’s mouth in this 
hypothetical situation will be a bad word, accounting for having stepped on the Lego.  
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The next words out of her mouth will be spewed off in an angry rant at the kids for 
failing to listen to instructions, failing to clean up, and meting out consequences and 
ultimatums. Hypothetically. 
 
Or, hypothetically, a person goes off on a rant against the by-law officer who just gave 
them a parking ticket.  Or gets mad that the grocery store cashier because he wasn’t 
moving fast enough.  We could spend all day coming up with situations where we don’t 
bother to stop, slow down, listen, or consider another person’s perspective or situation.   
 
And maybe we brush off these little angry outbursts in the same way we dismiss little 
white lies. They are just little things and nobody really takes them seriously and besides, 
is anyone really being hurt? Very few of our excuses would have nothing to do with what 
actually provokes God’s righteous anger (James 1:20).  Most of the time our angry 
outbursts reflect a failure to acknowledge the image of God. We make ourselves feel 
better with the knowledge that we know God loves us anyway.  Well, yes, God does love 
us.  But that doesn’t mean we can continue to behave badly when we know better.  The 
Spirit of God is transforming us into the first fruits of God’s kingdom – people who look 
in the mirror see the image of God looking back.  It might still be a distorted image and 
an imperfect one, but it’s there.    
 
And so, James doesn’t let us off the hook.  “If you don’t bridle your tongue your religion 
is worthless”.  Jesus doesn’t let us off the hook either – it is what comes out of a person 
that defiles (Mark 7:15).  Pretty strong words.    
 
But even in the midst of judgment, there is always grace.  James also offers an 
encouragement.  Rid yourselves of all sordidness (uncleanness) and welcome the 
implanted Word that has the power to save you.  Welcome the implanted Word.  Here is 
where the undercurrent of James’ theology is evident.  That the Word of God has been 
implanted into our hearts by the Holy Spirit and has brought us before the throne of grace 
speaks to the fact that we have been justified by God – counted among the righteous.  
Welcoming that Word speaks to the process of sanctification – the process of being made 
holy, pure, and blameless before God, which is possible because we have been justified.  
When we welcome the Word of God in what we say, what we do, how we act, and in the 
nature of our character, we begin to mirror the unstained image of God in Christ to the 
world.  When we welcome the implanted Word, there is more congruity between what we 
say we believe and how we act.  We begin to resist the stain of the world that would have 
us make concessions or adopt inconsistent spiritual attitudes.  Religion becomes purer. 
 
James’ point: to hear is to act with integrity and consistency.  There is no such thing as 
truly hearing the saving Word of God, of being confronted with the power and presence 
of Jesus Christ, and then doing nothing about it.  If your actions aren’t reflections of your 
faith, you haven’t heard.   
 
The bottom line is that Christians don’t get to behave like everyone else in the world.  We 
don’t get to adopt the values of the world.  We don’t get to bring Santa or the Easter 
Bunny or the cultural traditions associated with them into the church.  We don’t get to 



D. BENSON 
AUGUST 30TH 2015 

 4 

treat marriage like a contract, or people with contempt, or relationships as transitory or 
expendable.  We don’t get to exploit children in Asia so that we can buy cheap clothes.  
We don’t get to be angry just because it’s easier than listening.  I don’t get to yell at my 
kids because I stepped on the Lego.  These are the some of the things in our world that 
stain pure religion. 
 
James, obviously echoing Jesus’ own words, says that pure religion is to let your life 
reflect the saving and transforming work that God is doing in the world: care for widows 
and orphans, hold your tongue, be quick to listen to others so that you can affirm the 
image of God in them.  Generally speaking, Presbyterians are pretty good at caring for 
widows and orphans, other marginalized people and addressing the real needs of our 
community.  This congregation is particularly good at those things.  Those things come 
quite naturally for us.  Being quick to listen and slow to anger and bridling the tongue 
doesn’t come quite as easily for many people.  In the same way that reaffirming our trust 
in God and our commitment to be obedient is something that happens daily, there is the 
daily task of welcoming that implanted Word so that every aspect of our lives would be 
transformed. 
 
So, let us heed the Word of Jesus and the challenge of James – hear and act faithfully and 
with integrity.  The church is not called to reflect the world, it is called to keep itself 
unstained by it.  Let us pursue a purer religion – one that doesn’t look like the kingdoms 
around us but proclaims God’s kingdom is near, so near that it has been implanted into 
our lives, there to grow and flourish and be evidence of God’s salvation for all to see.  
Amen. 
 


