Letter of James Week #2 — Doers of the Word Presenter’s Notes

Letter of St. James ... Catholic Scripture Study

Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger,
for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God
(James 1:19-20).

Week #2 - Doers of the Word (1:19-27)

I. OVERVIEW

James now moves from the wisdom needed to face trials and
temptations to the wisdom needed to live out the faith daily.

The pressures and tensions of trials usually make us slow to listen
and quick to speak, and when under stress, we usually speak
angrily.

The anger we vent on our loved ones is usually the result of a trial
we are going through, whether it be financial, health or work
related.

Also, during a trial we have a tendency not to listen well, rather we
are thinking about what we want to say while the other person
struggles to be heard.

James teaches us that as Christians our attitude should be one of
meekness - a disposition of learning and receiving - as opposed to
anger which usually carries with it the attitude of telling and
demanding.

In addition to the above wisdom, James tells us to do two things:
1) Put away filth and evil from your life, and

2) Welcome the word that has been planted in you.
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As a good pastor, James warns us about a deadly pattern of
deception, which is hearing the word of God but not doing it.

If we hear the word of God but do not do what it says, we are
treating the word as if it were the word of man rather than the Word
of God. We have deceived ourselves about the very nature and
purpose of the word of God:

“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any
two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of
joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and
intentions of the heart” (Hebrew 4:12).

Previously, James referred to the effectiveness of “the word of truth”
(that is, the Gospel). Now he makes a point that although the
Gospel is effective, it is not enough just to hear it: we need to listen
to it with docility (vv 19-21) and put it into practice (vv 22-27).

Further on he will emphasize the connection between faith and
works (cf 2:14-26) — a controversial issue in the early Church, and
one of the possible reasons why James wrote the letter.

Two kinds of hearing are distinguished. In conversation, listening is
more important than speaking, but in responding to the Gospel,
obeying is more important than merely listening.

Read: James 1:19-27

II. HEARING THE WORD (JAMES 1:19-21)

[19] Know this, my beloved brethren. Let every man be quick to
hear, slow to speak, slow to anger,

[20] for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of
God.

[21] Therefore put away all filthiness and rank growth of
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wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word,
which is able to save your souls.

A. The Word - Listening and Responding

Keep in mind that James is speaking about the “word of truth”
(1:18) which is the Gospel of Christ — the word of God.

In verses 19-21 James gives us some wise advice - also found in the
wisdom books of the Old Testament (e.g. Proverbs 29:11, 22 and
Sirach 5:11-12) - to set us on the path to spiritual maturity.

He says that there are certain things we are to do when listening
and responding to God’s word. In point form these are:

e Be quick to hear;

e slow to speak;

e slow to anger;

e Put away all evil and every filthy excess;

¢ Receive with meekness the word planted in you - it is able to
save your souls.

Reflection:
1. What does each of the above mean to you?

2. What reason does James add for why being quick to hear,
slow to speak, and slow to anger is important? Can you
explain?

B. Anger Stirs Up Anger

James explains that man’s anger does not accomplish God’s
righteousness. Anger normally stirs up anger in response. It often
leads to violence. It is rarely amenable to reason.
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Except for the kind of holy anger that is directed against evil, it is
usually not motivated by love of the other and is therefore
ultimately destructive.

e Being quick to hear and slow to speak are antidotes to anger.

C. Receiving the Word with Humility

James says that we are to receive with meekness the implanted
word. Many people confuse "meekness" with being a wimpy
doormat.

Jesus described himself as "meek and humble of heart" (Matthew
11:29), yet He was no doormat but the "lion of the tribe of Judah"
(Rev 5:5).

e Meekness is the inner disposition that accepts God’s dealings
with us as good.

e As a consequence, the meek person is easily taught because
they do not dispute or resist God.

Question: What are the eventual consequences to one’s heart and
soul if we do not receive God’s word humbly?

Think of the way Pharaoh received the word of God he heard from
Moses (see Exodus 7-10).

Pharaoh is a prime example of someone refusing to accept God’s
word with meekness. That refusal is described in Exodus as
Pharaoh “hardening his heart” against what he hears.

God gives him chance after chance, but he continues to meet the
message with stubborn resistance. Eventually, Pharaoh’s heart is
hardened. It becomes what he has been making it, irretrievably.

D. Application

Soil that is deprived of water for too long will become so hard that
eventually water will just runoff rather than penetrate it.
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In a similar manner, the same thing can happen to us. Continual
refusal to listen humbly to the word of God - refusal to allow the
word to implant and take root - will eventually render us unable to
hear it.

e God’s grace will no longer be able to penetrate our hearts.

III. DOING THE WORD

[22] But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving
yourselves.

[23] For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is
like a man who observes his natural face in a mirror;

[24] for he observes himself and goes away and at once forgets
what he was like.

[25] But he who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty,
and perseveres, being no hearer that forgets but a doer that
acts, he shall be blessed in his doing.

A. Works of Mercy

If we hear the word but don't obey it we are deceiving ourselves
(James 1:22).

Scripture frequently exhorts us to put the word of God into practice.
Jesus says, “Everyone who hears these words of mine and does
not do them will be like a man who built his house upon the
sand” (Mt 7:26).

As a practical example of “doing the word” we can look to the
spiritual and corporal works of mercy described in the Catechism
(CCC #2447).

CCC # 244'7: The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of
our neighbor in his spiritual and bodily necessities.

e Instructing, advising, consoling, comforting are spiritual works of mercy, as are forgiving
and bearing wrongs patiently.
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e The corporal works of mercy consist especially in feeding the hungry, sheltering the
homeless, clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, and burying the dead.

e Among all these, giving alms to the poor is one of the chief witnesses to fraternal
charity: it is also a work of justice pleasing to God."

What spiritual and/or corporal works of mercy are within your
grasp right now? What concrete steps can you take today toward
accomplishing one of them?

B. The Mirror Image

If anyone is . . . not a doer, he is like a man who observes his
natural face in a mirror. ..

A mirror tells the truth. When you look at yourself in a mirror, it
reflects back to you not just what looks good, but also what needs
to be changed.

That is why many of us spend time in front of a mirror each
morning, so that we can comb out the tangles and cover the
shadows and blotches.

Imagine just looking at yourself in the mirror and turning away
without doing anything. Did it do you any good to see your flaws?
No - they are forgotten, and unchanged.

C. God’s Word - the Perfect Law

The Gospel — the good news brought by Christ, which James calls
“the perfect law, the law of liberty,” acts like a mirror to the soul
(see Hebrews 4:12).

e When we look into it we see not only where we are obedient to
the word but also the areas that need to be changed.

Simply seeing (or hearing) is like looking into a mirror in the
morning and leaving with your face unwashed and your hair a
mess. It did no good at all!
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e And you are deceiving yourself if you think you’re better for
having done so.

e On the other hand, the one who looks and acts on what he
sees will be blessed.

This response to the word of God is called “the obedience of faith”
(see CCC #142-143)

IV. PURE RELIGION

[26] If anyone thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his
tongue but deceives his heart, this man's religion is vain.

[27] Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the
Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction,
and to keep oneself unstained from the world.

According to James, not just the mind (or a set of beliefs) but the
whole person is involved in “pure religion.”
criteria for what constitutes pure religion.

He gives us three

e Control of the tongue: this gives evidence of the state of the
heart, whether its religion is true or false;

e Charitable works (works of mercy) - giving practical help to the
truly needy (“orphans and widows”);

¢ And keeping oneself unstained from the world.

A. Keeping Oneself Unstained from the World

James counsels us to "keep oneself unstained from the world."
St. John tells us that the love of the world consists of

o '"the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the
pride of life" (1 John 2:16).

Keeping unstained from the world does not mean going into
isolation, far from it. It means:
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e to reject the world’s temptations;

e to refuse to think as the world thinks;
e to refuse to act as the world acts;

e to approach life with God’s perspective.

Neither sexual desire nor the love of beauty is bad in itself. They
become sinful when we desire them more than we desire the love of
God and neighbor.

Likewise, the love of self is not evil. It only becomes so when we
love ourselves more than God and neighbor. Then it is no longer in
obedience to the command to "love your neighbor as yourself' but is
rather the "pride of life" St. John warns against.

V. SUMMARY

In the foregoing, we see that putting God’s word into practice is key
both in dealing with trials, and being made complete as sons and
daughters of God.

The Church teaches us that the proper response to hearing the
word of God is to completely submit our intellect and wills to God.
With our whole being we are to give assent to God the revealer.

Sacred Scripture calls this human response to God “the obedience
of faith.” “To obey in faith is to submit freely to the word that has
been heard, because its truth is guaranteed by God, who is Truth
itself” (CCC No. 143).

The Virgin Mary is the most perfect embodiment of this truth. Mary
welcomed the promises brought by the angel Gabriel with her
assent: “Behold I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be [done] to
me according to your word” (Luke 1:37-38).



Letter of James Week #2 — Doers of the Word Presenter’s Notes

James - Chapter 2
Wisdom and the Law of Love (Jas 2:1-13)

I. OVERVIEW (JAMES 2:1-13)

Apparently some of the Christians to whom this letter was
addressed were guilty of discriminating against people based on
their social status.

This is a clear instance of inconsistency between faith and actions,
a key theme James has already touched on and will develop later.

II. DISCRIMINATION (JAMES 2:1-4)

[1] My brethren, show no partiality as you hold the faith of our
Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory.

[2] For if a man with gold rings and in fine clothing comes into
your assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes
in,

[3] and you pay attention to the one who wears the fine
clothing and say, "Have a seat here, please,” while you say to
the poor man, "Stand there," or, "Sit at my feet,"

[4] have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and
become judges with evil thoughts?

A. Show No Partiality

To show partiality is to show a liking or preference for one person or
group over another.

James cautions believers not to favor the rich and discriminate
against the poor. Though the world despises and oppresses the
poor, God honors and blesses of them with abundant faith.
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To show partiality to one group over another is to act as though
Christians are not one in Christ. It is to give evidence, therefore, of
a lack of faith.

B. All are Equal in Christ

Those who discriminate between the rich and the poor have failed to
recognize that all are equal in Christ and have made judgments on
people’s worth based on their wealth and status.

III. GOD HAS CHOSEN THE POOR (JAMES 2:5-7)

[5] Listen, my beloved brethren. Has not God chosen those who
are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the
kingdom which he has promised to those who love him?

[6] But you have dishonored the poor man. Is it not the rich
who oppress you, is it not they who drag you into court?

[7] Is it not they who blaspheme that honorable name which
was invoked over you?

A. The Poor: Heirs of the Kingdom

The poor, who in the previous verses have been dishonored by being
relegated to the cheap seats in the assembly, are revealed as the
ones God has chosen “to be a rich in faith and heirs of the
kingdom which he has promised to those who love him” (v 5).

Respect was being shown not to the ones who love God, whom He
chose to inherit the kingdom, but rather to the ones who oppress
others and drag them into court — the rich and the powerful.

God “chose” the poor in the same sense that he “chose” Israel: not
to the exclusion of others, but so that they might by their example
lead others to Him.
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B. Child like Dependence on God

The poor must depend on others and on God for even the most
basic needs of life. They are often richer in faith than others out of
necessity and thus are models of the spiritual “poverty” needed to
inherit the kingdom.

Reflection:

Why is it that we find ourselves wanting to be associated with the
rich and successful rather than the poor and struggling?

What does your answer say about your relationship with Christ?

IV. THE ROYAL LAW OF LOVE (JAMES 2:8-13)

[8] If you really fulfil the royal law, according to the scripture,
"You shall love your neighbor as yourself," you do well.

[9] But if you show partiality, you commit sin, and are
convicted by the law as transgressors.

[10] For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point
has become guilty of all of it.

[11] For he who said, "Do not commit adultery,"” said also, "Do
not kill." If you do not commit adultery but do kill, you have
become a transgressor of the law.

[12] So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under
the law of liberty.

[13] For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no
mercy; yet mercy triumphs over judgment.

A. The New Law of the New Covenant

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus delivered the New Law of the
New Covenant, which James calls here “the royal law” and “the
law of liberty.”

11
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This law is royal because it comes from the King of Kings, and it
must be followed by everyone in his kingdom. Read Matthew
22:37-40, in which Jesus proclaims the whole law in just a few
words.

How does he define it?

Jesus says that “all the law and the prophets” (in other words, all
the Old Covenant Law) hang on just two commandments; love of
God and love of neighbor.

B. Fails in one Point

Each and every commandment of the Law of God is an expression
of His will. Therefore, any sin — even if it is against only one precept
— is always an offense against God.

C. Mercy Triumphs over Judgment

Our conduct in this life sets the terms for our judgment in the next.
Thus, the extent to which we have shown mercy to others is the
extent to which we will receive mercy from the Lord (Mt 5:7; 6:14-
15).

e Neglect and disdain for the poor implies acting without mercy,
and anyone who acts like that will be judged without mercy.

Anyone who practices mercy will be confident and even happy to
face God’s judgment because he knows that God will show him
mercy.

V. SUMMARY

The first chapter of James ended by telling us to keep ourselves
unstained by the world.
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One way we can be stained is by showing partiality -- allowing
wealth, status or beauty to be the motivating factor in our
relationships with others.

Many of the Christians mentioned in the letter of James were
themselves poor, but still they were not exempt from showing
special favor to the rich.

When Christians show partiality to certain people, the Church does
not truly reflect the heart of God. In fact, the Church’s efforts at
evangelization are weakened when based on social status or
economic criteria.

While the good news is for everyone, the Gospel has found a
particularly receptive heart among the common man and the poor.
The poor are drawn like a magnet to Jesus, in part because they
have so much to gain, while the rich must give up so much.

Many of us live by the saying, "It’s not what you know, but who you
know." James reminds us that in our relationships with others we

must always remember to fulfill the royal law - that is to "love your

neighbor as yourself."
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Faith and Works (James 2:14-26)

For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith apart
Jrom works is dead (James 2:26).

I. OVERVIEW

“All Christians are hypocrites” is a reason many people give for
staying away from church. It is a pity that the actions of those who
failed to “walk the talk” can reflect poorly on the Christian faith
rather than on themselves.

A. The Main Theme (James 2:14-26)

The key message of this text - faith without works is dead - is the
heart of the letter of James.

Repeated in five different ways (vs. 14, 17, 18, 20, 26), it leaves no
doubt that the Christian faith is not merely a philosophy to be
discussed, but a life-transforming force that touches every aspect of
life in a practical, visible way.

B. Practice What You Preach

In short, others can witness what we believe by observing what we
do. Society can be transformed by the faithful actions of God’s
people unless there is a major difference between the faith we
profess and the lives we live.

The Catholic Church teaches that salvation is the result of God’s
grace, but we must respond to that grace if we hope to be saved.

“Even though incorporated in the Church, one who does not however
persevere in charity (works of mercy) is not saved. He remains indeed in the
bosom of the Church, but “in body” not “in heart.”
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“All children of the Church should nevertheless remember that their exalted
condition results not from their own merits but from the grace of Christ.

If they fail to respond in thought, word, and deed to that grace, not only shall
they not be saved, but they shall be the more severely judged” (Vatican I,
Lumen Gentium #14).

Our faith is not worked out in a vacuum - it is not disconnected
from human life.

e Rather, Christ continues to touch lives through our lives.

e This fact necessitates our full cooperation in thought, word
and deed.

II. EXAMPLES OF DEAD FAITH

[14] What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has
faith but has not works? Can his faith save him?

[15] If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and in lack of daily
food,

[16] and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and
filled," without giving them the things needed for the body,
what does it profit?

[17] So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.

[18] But someone will say, "You have faith and I have works."
Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works
will show you my faith.

[19] You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons
believe -- and shudder.

A. Faith without Works

Question: How would you explain the kind of faith that the man
described in verse 14 has?

Can this faith save him?
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This man has faith “but not works.” In other words, his faith is
limited to an intellectual assent (agreement) to a set of beliefs, e.g.,
the Apostles’ Creed. His faith is all in his head. The life he lives
does not reflect his beliefs.

e Our willingness to put faith into action has a direct bearing on
whether or not we will be saved in the end (CCC 162).

e To be saved we must believe in Jesus and what He has done
for us, and persevere in works of mercy (love or charity).

The demons are proof that it is possible to have merely intellectual
faith without works of charity, like the man “with faith but not
works.” And obviously demons are not saved.

B. Application

James said, “Faith was completed by works” (James 2:22). Make a
list of the areas of your life that need to be completed. You believe
what the Church teaches, but you now need to put it into practice.

III. EXAMPLES OF LIVING FAITH

James will now prove his statement that “faith apart from works

is barren” by giving examples of two famous people from Scripture:
one a Jew and one a Gentile, both of whom are held up elsewhere in
the Bible as shining examples of living and saving faith.

The recipients of the letter of James (Jewish converts to Christianity
steeped in the Scriptures) would be very familiar with the two
examples from the Old Testament (Abraham and Rahab).

[20] Do you want to be shown, you shallow man, that faith
apart from works is barren?

[21] Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he
offered his son Isaac upon the altar?

[22] You see that faith was active along with his works, and

16
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faith was completed by works,

[23] and the scripture was fulfilled which says, "Abraham
believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness'";
and he was called the friend of God.

[24] You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith
alone.

[25] And in the same way was not also Rahab the harlot
Jjustified by works when she received the messengers and sent
them out another way?

[26] For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith
apart from works is dead.

A. Abraham - Justified by Faith and Works

In vs. 20-24, James argues that Abraham, our father and a great
model of faith, was “justified by works and not by faith alone”.

In Genesis 15, the aging Abraham believes God’s incredible promise
to give him and his barren wife, Sarah, innumerable offspring, and
that faith “was reckoned to him as righteousness.”

But that was not enough. James points out that it was necessary
for Abraham to act on that belief. And he did so, to the point of
offering, without hesitation, his long-awaited promised son, Isaac,
on the altar.

e This action fulfilled Genesis 15:6 (quoted in verse 23) and
completed Abraham’s faith.

Note: You can find the original stories James refers to and quotes
from in Genesis 22:1-18 and Genesis 15:6.

Abraham had long believed in the Lord (Gen 15:6) before his faith was tested
by the command to sacrifice Isaac on the altar (Gen 22:1-2).

This was not the first test he had faced as God’s servant, nor was it the first
time he put his faith into action. It was rather the high point of Abraham’s
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spiritual journey and the climactic ordeal that tested his trust in Yahweh like
never before.

Having passed the test in heroic fashion his faith was at last “completed”
(See note on 2:21 in the ICSB, pg17).

B. Justification

“Was not Abraham our father justified . . .”

What does “justified” mean in this context? The doctrine of
justification includes:

e an initial action (first justification), whereby God makes the
believer righteous (holy — right with God) by an infusion of
grace (see Col 1:13), and

e an ongoing process (final justification; salvation), whereby the
believer grows in righteousness by exercising his faith through
good works.

Justification is the event by which God, acting in Jesus Christ,
makes us holy (just, righteous), in His sight. The immediate effect
of justification is sanctification.

Sanctification is the state of holiness by reason of the presence of
God within one self.

C. Faith Alone

According to James, faith by itself is “dead” (2:17), “barren” (2:20),
and has no power to “save” anyone (2:14). In the New Testament,
the expression “faith alone” occurs only in James, where it is
rejected as false teaching.

Paul often stresses the importance of “justification by faith,” but he
nowhere speaks of justification by faith alone (Rom 3:28; Gal 2:15-
16).



Letter of James Week #2 — Doers of the Word Presenter’s Notes

The text of Genesis 15:6 quoted here (v 23) is also used by St. Paul
in his argument against the Judaizers, to show that “first
justification” comes from faith and not from works of the Mosaic
Law.

Abraham was justified from the very moment he believed in God,;
otherwise, his works would not have had any value without that
direct faith in God.

D. Rahab

James’ second example of a living, justifying, saving faith is that of
Rahab: a Gentile and a prostitute who offered hospitality and
protection to Israelite scouts spying out the land of Canaan.

Her assistance, coupled with a confession of faith in Yahweh (Josh
2:11), was rewarded and she and her family were rescued from the
violent destruction of the city (Hebrews 11:31). See Josh 2 and
6:17-25 for Rahab’s story.

She is a critical example of saving, justifying faith because Jews
consider Gentiles to be completely outside the family fold. Rahab
had faith in Yahweh for she believed that “the Lord your God is he
who is God in heaven above and on earth beneath” (Josh 2:11).

Yet what reason is given by James for her justification?

James says that “in the same way” as Abraham was justified by
works and not by faith alone, Rahab was justified by works when
she saved the spies in Jericho. Hebrews 11:31 says that even more
clearly: she did not perish with those who did not obey.

e Why? Because she put her faith into action and aided the
spies.
E. Unity of faith and works

For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith apart
Jrom works is dead.

19
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A person is both body and spirit, and both must be present and
united for life to exist. No one would say that a body from whom
the spirit has departed was alive.

In the same way, faith, like that body, must be animated by works
(good deeds, love towards God and others), or it also is dead.

e True faith is expressed in action.

IV. PAUL AND JAMES ON JUSTIFICATION

Many people assume that 2:14-26 is James’ "rebuttal" of St. Paul’s
doctrine of justification by faith.

They assume that Paul and James are speaking of the same thing

when they speak of "works." The reality is, they aren’t.

Both Paul and James cite Abraham as their model for the
relationship of faith and works. But when Paul speaks of
Abraham’s "works" he has in view the ritual of circumcision
performed long after Abraham was justified.

James, in contrast, is not speaking of ceremonial or ritual "works"
but has in mind rather those deeds of love which incarnate the
faith, such as feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, etc.

In short then, Paul and James mean the same thing (and even use
the same Greek words) in speaking of faith and justification.

e But they mean very different things when speaking of "works."

James goes out of his way to declare that, "a man is justified by
works and not by faith alone" and this appears to some to flatly
contradict Paul. In reality however, James contradicts not Paul,
but those who misread Paul.

For Paul never says that we are justified by faith alone. He says we
are justified by "faith apart from works of law" (Rom 3:28). But,
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as noted above, by "works of law" Paul is referring to the ceremonial
or ritual aspects of law (such as circumcision or the dietary laws).

He by no means intends to say we can be justified by faith that is
not manifested in love (works of mercy). For Paul, like James, faith
is not just an intellectual set of beliefs separable from acts of love.

For both Paul and James therefore, we are not justified by grace
through "faith alone" (except for the initial act of justification).
Rather, we are justified (final justification or salvation) by grace
through faith expressing itself in love. Faith and works of love are
in union for Paul, not in opposition.

James emphasizes this unity of faith and love exactly the same way
by declaring, "For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith
apart from works is dead" (James 2:26).

Preparation for Week #3 - Taming the
Tongue - James Chapter 3

o Review “Study Questions” in the ICSB for James, Chapters 1
and 2 (see page 23).

e Read carefully and prayerfully James Chapter 3 in the
IGNATIUS Catholic Study Bible (ICSB).



