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Be doers of the word 

 

Jeremiah 31:7–9 

Psalm 126 

James 1:19 – 2:13 

Mark 10:46–52 

 

Text: James 1:22-24 

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are hearers 

of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at 

themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. 

 

Introduction 

I know people who make no Christian profession of faith but live their lives is such a way that 

you might say they were more ‘Christian’ that some who profess faith; knowing these people 

have caused me to examine some of my own behaviours.  “Be doers of the word,”  said the 

Apostle James.  Why does James need to say this to those who “believe in our glorious Lord 

Jesus Christ? 

 

James, you see, is correcting a common misunderstanding with respect to faith.  Too many 

people, he has found, confuse faith with belief.  Belief is purely cerebral; belief has to do with 

our mental furniture.  Belief means we have the correct notions in our noodle.  And concerning 

this James shouts, “So what? It isn’t faith.”  Faith, on the other hand, is seizing him who has first 

seized us. Faith is embracing him who is the Word incarnate.  If we are possessed not merely of 

belief but more profoundly of faith, then that faith which seizes the Word incarnate does 

something. Christians aren’t merely believers of the Word.  Christians are possessed of faith in 

the Word.  Therefore Christians are always doers of the Word. 

 

We read today the gospel story of Jesus healing a blind man named Bartimaeus.  Notice how the 

story ends.  “Jesus said to him, ‘Go; your faith has made you well.’ Immediately he regained his 

sight and followed him on the way.” (Mark 10:52) Bartimaeus followed Jesus.  Faith is a lived 

reality; a life of relationship.  The most common metaphor for faith in scripture is marriage.  

Think about your marriage vows—how are you a doer of the vows you committed yourself to on 

your wedding day?  The answer to that question gives you a window into understanding what 

James is talking about when he calls believers to be doers of the word.  It is living the reality of 

this relationship in all the things of life. 

 

James is echoing what Jesus said. “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and obey it!’ 

(Luke 11:28) and “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a 

wise man who built his house on rock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and 

beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock.” (Matthew 7:24-25)  

James sees this tendency among believers to turn inward and make faith personal and private 

only and so he emphasises that faith has to be done to be faith.  After all, wasn’t Jesus doing 

every day of his public ministry?  Jesus was doing when he healed Bartimaeus. 
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1. In many respects, I think that the heart of James’ letter is summarized in this phrase ‘be doers 

of the word.”  In 108 verses James challenges his reader sixty times over to do something.  He 

touches on a number of subjects that unpack what ‘doing the word’ looks like.  Here is one such 

concrete action: “Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak.”   There is always great need for 

listening, real listening.  Real listening isn’t done with our ears; real listening is done with our 

heart.  This kind of listening, says James, is one way in which we are doers of the Word.  I note 

with you that Jesus heard Bartimaeus calling out to him and then called him to come and asked, 

“What do you want me to do for you?”  Jesus is listening with his heart to what this man wants.  

You might think it obvious what a blind man would want, yet Jesus asks and listens to this man’s 

heart with his own. 

 

One impact of pandemic restrictions has been an intensification of people’s sense of isolation.  I 

find as well that in emerging from restrictions life becomes busier and appears to become more 

compressed.  This occupation with all that I need to get done also seems to intensify a sense of 

isolation.  In such a situation people feel that they aren’t heard, aren’t listened to, and, even in 

crowds feel, as if they were the only person in a 20 room house. 

 

One of the reasons that people find help in our counselling professions is because of the 

counsellor’s human warmth, her sensitivity, her empathy, her insight, her emotional intuition.  

Real listening takes place.  This is what helps.  Like me, you find this help in a good friend, a 

caring neighbour, a fellow-worshipper.  Many people look to a bartender. 

 

James says we are to be quick to listen, slow to speak.  If we listen only with our ears we’ll be 

always quick to speak.  If we listen with our hearts, on the other hand, we’ll find ourselves slow 

to speak.  When listening only with our ears we are listening with half our mind because the 

other half of our mind is working on what we are going to say as soon as we get a chance.  And 

people can readily sense if they are being listened to or not. 

 

Sometimes we wonder what our listening accomplishes because we know that “we can’t do 

anything about Mrs. X’s problem in any case, since her problem is insoluble.”  To be sure, her 

problem likely is insoluble. When I was a young minister I thought that most problems could be 

solved.  I don’t think like this any more. I’ve learned that most burdens have to be carried along 

in life. The people to whom we’re to listen: they already know this.  They aren’t looking for us to 

unravel their complication. They don’t expect us to wave the magic wand over them and dispel 

their perplexity.  They simply crave being heard, for they know that the burden they can’t shed 

on the spot and the difficulty they can’t remedy for now are worsened to the extent that they 

themselves are isolated in their pain.  In our listening we accompany people so they aren’t alone. 

 

None of us know what life will bring us.  And when we are visited by what we cannot anticipate 

we react in a manner we cannot foresee.   In some situations we appear strong.  In all situations 

we would like to be strong.  The truth is all of us are vulnerable.  The day will come—or maybe 

is here—when we need to be listened to as we need little else. 

 

As we probe what James tells us, it is good to keep in mind the word of his fellow-apostle, Peter.  

Peter writes, “Cast all your cares upon him, for he cares for you.” Peter is right: we can cast all 

our cares upon God because he does care for us. At the same time, people who need to hear this 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 3 24/10/21 

will find Peter’s word credible only as they find that they can cast their cares upon us because we 

care.  “Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak.” 

 

2. James says more about ‘doing the word.’ “Be slow to anger; for your anger does not produce 

God’s righteousness.” Note that James does not say that we should never become angry.  We 

should.  The person who does not become angry when he should be angry is morally blind.  

Jesus, after all, was livid on many occasions.  Yet we are to be slow to anger.  Don’t pop off or 

fly into a tantrum over a matter that is ultimately insignificant. 

 

Jesus becomes angry when he sees defenceless people abused, but he doesn’t become angry 

when he’s abused himself.  Jesus becomes angry when he sees vulnerable people manipulated, 

but he pleads forgiveness for assassins who are nailing him to the wood.  You and I are just the 

opposite.  Too often huge injustices find us unmoved, yet when slightly pricked we explode.  

Slow to anger?  James is right.  In our fallen condition our anger is often disproportionate to the 

slight we’ve received. 

 

 James insists that quick anger doesn’t produce the righteousness of God. “Righteousness” has a 

two-fold meaning in scripture.  Foundationally it means “right-relatedness.” The righteousness of 

God is God’s act of grace wherein he absorbs our guilt and rights us with himself. Thereafter our 

relationship with him is no longer capsized but righted. Reconciled to him, no longer estranged 

from him, our relationship with him is righted. This is the primary meaning of “righteousness.” 

 

The secondary meaning refers to the right conduct of those who’ve been righted with God.  If we 

are righteous in the sense of rightly related to God, we are thereafter to live righteously by doing 

what’s right. 

 

James maintains that as we are slow to anger; that is, as we don’t become irascible, angry 

inappropriately, our discipleship furthers the righteousness of God.  In which sense of 

righteousness: primary or secondary?  In both senses.  As we are slow to anger we mirror the 

patience and kindness and guilt-absorbing mercy of God. Therein we lend credibility to that 

gospel by which men and women come to be reconciled to God, rightly related to him, righteous. 

 

As we are slow to anger we also further the righteousness of God in the secondary sense; we do 

what’s right. Not exploding at people childishly; not discouraging them through temperamental 

touchiness: to act toward others in this way is to be a doer of the Word, both the Word of the 

gospel by which we were reconciled to God and the Word of gospel-command by which we 

behave toward others as Jesus Christ first behaved toward us.  As we are slow to anger we 

produce God’s righteousness, says James.  We produce God’s righteousness in both senses: we 

magnify the gospel of reconciliation (right-relationship with him) and we obey the command to 

live righteously. 

 

3. We look at one more exhortation about doing the word.  James writes that we are to “Care for 

widows and orphans in their distress.” Why single out widows and orphans? Aren’t there many 

other kinds of suffering besides the suffering of those who’ve been widowed or orphaned? 

Widows and orphans are singled out in scripture for one reason: they were economically 

destitute.  In the ancient world there was little gainful employment for women, little remunerated 
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work outside the home. When a woman was widowed there was no economic safety net, no 

mother’s allowance, no social welfare, nothing to catch her. Bereft of husband, she was 

thereafter materially bereft – unless someone, several people, looked out for her and supported 

her. Orphans were in exactly the same predicament.  To say we are to “care for widows and 

orphans in their distress” is to say we are to care for those whose deprivation and destitution are 

unmistakable and undeniable. 

 

In what I am about to point out I want to be clear that not for one minute am I minimizing the 

economic hardship of those who are financially straitened in our society.  Neither am I 

pretending that such economic disadvantage is insignificant.  However, I do point out that, 

according to the gospel, humanity is spiritually destitute.  

 

The apostle Paul speaks of the predicament of Gentiles before they came to faith in Jesus Christ. 

He writes, “Remember that you were…separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth 

of Israel , strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.” 

Doesn’t that sound bleak: “separated from Christ…having no hope, without God in the world”? 

It is bleak.  It has to be bleak. But the bleakness of it all isn’t unfixable. The gospel is good news 

not because it’s a sweet-sounding idea; the gospel is good news, says Paul, because it is the 

operative power of God unto salvation. The gospel is an event happening right now; the gospel is 

the event of God in his operative power remedying human bleakness as he presses Christ upon 

people and forges in them the faith whereby they can embrace Christ. Thereafter they aren’t 

separated from Christ; they aren’t without hope; they aren’t without God in the world. 

 

We read today where Jesus gave Bartimaeus his sight and in doing so forges that faith in 

Bartimaeus such that where we are told that he followed Jesus on the way.   

 

There are institutions without number in our society that rightly look out for people with assorted 

afflictions. We need think only of the Cancer Society, the Diabetic Association, the Kidney 

Foundation, the John Howard Society, Alcoholics Anonymous, etc. Good.  We need them all. 

What institution is there in our society whose sole purpose is the service it can render God in his 

remedying the ultimate human affliction—namely, the bleakness of being separated from Christ, 

without hope, without God in the world? There is one institution: the church. 

 

James makes the point that faith, real faith, cannot ignore the human suffering that abounds all 

around us.  In all of these admonitions regarding being doers of the Word—the living Word that 

is Jesus Christ—James urges us to magnify Jesus Christ and thereby commend faith in him, the 

only Saviour anyone can ever have.  Then whatever else the church is about it always has to be 

about this, and as long as it’s about this it will never have forfeited its mandate and its place in 

God’s economy.   

 

We will let out Lord have the final word.  “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and 

acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock.” 


