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In the first part of chapter 1, James begins to unpack the biblical notion of wisdom. It’s 
much more than being smart or clever. It means living the way God desires us to live, 
following his instructions so that our character becomes consistent and steadfast in the 
face of difficulties that come along. Trials, in particular, provide an opportunity to gain 
wisdom. Some people do just that when life goes wrong— they grow in strength and 
love. Others however become cynical and hardhearted. What makes the difference? In 
this last part of chapter 1, James begins to answer this critical question.  
 
Thought for prayer: 
 
God, we ask that you will, by your presence and power in us, give us the strength to be 
quick to listen to your Word, slow to speak your Word and slow to become angry in your 
name.   
 
Part 1. Investigate 
James 1:19-27 
 
 

1. What do you learn about what God desires from us?  

2. How can being quick to listen and slow to speak help us be slow to become angry 
(vs. 19)? 

 
 

3. In your own words, explain how the person who merely listens is different from 
the one who puts God’s Word into practice (vv 22-25).   

 
 

4. According to verses 26 and 27, how do people who think they are religious differ 
from those who are truly religious?  

 
 

5. Based on what you’ve read in this chapter, do you think James would be satisfied 
with good works apart from our listening to and receiving God’s Word? Explain. 
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Part 2. Connect 
Scripture to scripture 
 
Be Slow to Speak 

James’s admonition in 1:19 to be slow to speak is certainly the flip side of being 
quick to listen. If we are taking care to listen carefully to others and to God, we will by 
definition be saying very little. Much more than this, however, is in view in the Old 
Testament world, where what a person said was deeply tied to who they were. Our 
speech reveals our inner being, whether positive or negative. Draw lines connecting each 
passage to the particular aspect of our inner world revealed by words or mouths. We’ve 
done the first one for you.  

 
Psalm 5: 9      arrogance  
Psalm 19:14      forgiveness of sin  
Psalm 31:18      thoughts of the heart  
Psalm 40:3      malice and lies  
Isaiah 6:5      sin  
Isaiah 6:6-7      praise    
 
Be Slow to Anger 
 Just as being quick to listen is tied closely to being slow to speak, so being slow to 
speak is tightly connected to being slow to anger. What does each of these Proverbs say 
about quick words and quick anger or slow words and slow anger?  
 
Proverbs 14:29: 
 
 
Proverbs 15:18: 
 
 
Proverbs 17:27: 
 
 
Proverbs 29:20: 
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3. Reflect 
 
Story from the authors: 

We once witnessed a domestic disturbance that became so intense that the police 
were called. 

For months Bill had been acting erratically, impulsively— driving recklessly, 
coming home in the early hours of the morning, never explaining where he had been, 
stealing money he didn’t need. His wife, Helen, was concerned that her husband could 
hurt himself or others. She wanted Bill to get help, but he refused. The two of us were 
with Bill and Helen when his anger started to bubble. Believing things had reached a 
crisis point after so many increasingly dangerous episodes, Helen called the police. Soon 
several cars with flashing lights pulled up in front of the house. Two officers came to the 
door and Helen let them in. Together they found Bill in the family room. Seeing the 
uniformed police, Bill became even more agitated. He began using foul and insulting 
language, making extreme accusations against Helen.   

Immediately one of the officers spoke up. “Sir,” he said firmly and respectfully, 
“you may not use that language here I don’t know if your wife puts up with that when it’s 
just the two of you, but you may not talk to her that way while I am here. If you have 
something to say to her or to us, as long as I am here, you will do so without talking like 
that”.  

Using this approach, the police skillfully kept a lid on a potentially volatile 
situation. Because they were able to exercise authority over Bill’s words, they were able 
to exercise calm authority over his actions without resorting to anger themselves or the 
use of force. In essence, by controlling Bill’s speech, the police did not need to use 
physical coercion to control what Bill did or didn’t do. As a result, after some intense 
discussions, Bill agreed to go to a hospital.  

Bill needed an external presence to control his words and, because of their close 
connection, his actions. James calls on us to “humbly accept the word planted in you, 
which can save you” (1: 21). As a result of this internal presence, our words, and 
therefore our actions as well, will be under the authority of God.  

According to James, words are central to who we are and what we do. The words 
we say can reveal our inner character. The words we take in and dwell on can likewise 
shape that inner character. Keeping our words under control is a key to our whole life 
being well ordered. 

For James, the words that we are to listen to in particular are God’s words. In 
James 1:12, he first introduced the theme of the importance of God’s Word when he 
alludes to Psalm 1: “Blessed is the one whose delight is in the law of the Lord, and who 
meditates on his law day and night. That person is like a tree planted by streams of water, 
which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither— whatever they do 
prospers”. Now, in 1:18, James reminds us that God “chose to give us birth through the 
word of truth”. 

In 1:19, he continues by telling us to be quick to hear this word James’s advice to 
be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to become angry is certainly apt for us in any 
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situation when dealing with family, friends, coworkers, neighbors and others. But what 
James has in mind, as the context makes clear, is being quick to listen to God’s Word, 
slow to speak God’s Word and slow to become angry on the basis of God’s Word. We 
will see each of these three themes expanded in turn in James 2-4.   

In 1:22, he begins to go more in depth on the first of these three themes. Listening 
to, really hearing God’s Word, means that we allow it to shape our character, that we 
meditate on it so it becomes integral to whom we are, to all we do and all we say. When 
we let God’s Word have this effect, our words will reflect that inner reality. And that 
inner reality will then shape our outward behavior. It’s a self-reinforcing cycle. We 
meditate on God’s Word. That shapes our internal world, which shapes how we act. How 
we act then guides us back to God’s Word, which then reinforces the form of our inner 
world. 

 
 Meditating on God’s Word èShapes Our Behavior èShapes Our Inner World   

 
This cycle— the sense that there is to be harmony, unity and inner consistency 

between our inner and outer worlds— is a holistic Jewish idea rooted in the Old 
Testament and in Jesus. The two worlds are integrated, each consistently reflecting the 
other— for good or for ill. Our inner world (whether it is one that serves God or not) will 
eventually display itself in our outer world. When inner and outer worlds are at odds with 
each other and inconsistent, something is deeply wrong. Hearing without doing is self-
deception (1: 22). 

It is all too easy to have a divided life. We see it even among active Christians. 
Some know the Word of God well, study it often, and memorize it faithfully. But they 
fall short in doing the Word. Other Christians are exemplary in how they seek justice, aid 
the foreigner, and care for the poor and oppressed. But they do so with scant knowledge, 
awareness or concern for God’s Word. Both kinds of Christians miss the full life in Christ 
that James is concerned about.    

Without an inner life that dwells on God’s Word and draws on his power, activists 
can become burned out, cynical and uncaring. When they see the failures of human 
nature all around them and realize they can’t solve all the world’s problems, it is all too 
tempting to give up even the good work they are involved in. 

On the flip side, without a life that expresses God’s love to people in tangible 
ways— feeding the hungry, visiting prisoners, seeking to right wrongs done to widows 
and orphans, helping the foreigner and stranger— we can become self-righteous in our 
knowledge and ultimately cold toward God. If we don’t show love toward our neighbors, 
our love for God becomes dead legalism.    

In James 1:1-18, we saw that wisdom is not just an inner quality of being smart or 
clever. It includes the dimension of knowing and doing the just thing. Likewise, hearing 
the Word means deeply grafting it into our lives in a way that expresses itself in practical, 
gritty love for those in need.    
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What is one thing you can act on based on this reading?   
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