JAMES 1 — DISCUSSION GUIDE

PURE RELIGION

BRIEF SUMMARY

James closes chapter 1 by drawing a sharp distinction between faith that merely looks religious and faith that is genuine
before God. Pure and undefiled religion is visible in the way we speak, the way we care for vulnerable people, and the
way we pursue a life unstained by the values of the world. The message challenges us to examine whether our faith is
producing the character and actions of Jesus.

MAIN POINT 1
Controlled speech that demonstrates a changed heart
+ James connects an unbridled tongue with a heart that has not fully submitted to God.
+ Our speech is an indicator of what is happening inside us: “out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.”

+ When our words are harsh, biting, crude, angry, cynical, or slanderous, the answer is not simply to try harder to
control our mouths; we should ask what our words reveal about our hearts.

+ A helpful practice is to treat our speech like a “check-engine light’—when something comes out of our mouths, pause
and ask what is happening in our hearts.

+ “If we want to change the words that come out of our mouths, then we need to write God’s word on our hearts.”

MAIN POINT 2

Sacrificial care for the vulnerable

+ James describes pure religion as visiting orphans and widows in their affliction—people who, in the biblical context,
were especially vulnerable and lacked the ability to provide or protect themselves.

+ Throughout Scripture, God repeatedly identifies Himself as Father to the fatherless and the protector of widows.

+ To “visit” is more than making a brief appearance; James has in mind coming to someone’s aid, taking an interest in
their wellbeing, and standing in the gap.

« Caring for vulnerable people is not merely a spiritual gift for a few people. It is part of the character of Christ that
every follower of Jesus is called to emulate.

+ Rather than feeling responsible to solve every problem in the world, start with the vulnerable people God has actually
placed around you.

MAIN POINT 3

Clear separation from the ways of this world
+ James calls followers of Jesus to keep themselves “unstained from the world”—to live holy, set-apart lives.

* Holiness is not the same as self-righteousness. Holiness is godly and edifying. Self-righteousness is godless and
corrupting.

+ “The world” is not simply an opposing political party, another race, or the main stream media. “The World” is anything
outside of The Kingdom.

+ We do not pursue holiness in order to become better than other people. We pursue it because Jesus has set us free
from our old way of life and brought us into His Kingdom.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. James says it is possible to have a form of religion that is “worthless.” What do you think makes this warning so
challenging for followers of Jesus?

2. Think about your speech over the past week. What kinds of situations tend to bring out impatience, anger, criticism,
sarcasm, or harshness in you? What might those reactions reveal about your heart?

3. How could you use your speech as a “check-engine light” this week? What might it look like to respond to a difficult
moment by examining your heart before simply trying to control your words?

4. James calls us to care for vulnerable people. Who are some vulnerable people God has already placed within your
sphere of influence? What might it look like to move from noticing their need to actually standing in the gap?

5. Why do you think James connects care for vulnerable people so closely with genuine faith? How does the way God
has cared for us shape the way we should care for others?

6. What is the difference between biblical holiness and self-righteousness? Where can Christians unintentionally cross
that line?

7. When you hear the phrase “unstained from the world,” what kinds of things do you naturally think about? How does
James’ definition challenge or expand that understanding?

8. Which of the three marks—controlled speech, care for the vulnerable, or separation from the ways of the world—
most exposes an area where you need to grow? Why?

BRINGING IT TOGETHER

James is not describing three ways to make ourselves acceptable to God. He is describing what genuine faith looks like
when it takes root in a person’s life. The question is not simply, “Do | look religious?” but, “Is my faith producing the life
of Jesus in me?”

As a group, consider these three marks together: Is my heart being changed? Am | moving toward vulnerable
people? Am | increasingly shaped by the ways of Jesus rather than the ways of the world?

PERSONAL APPLICATION

+ This week, pay attention to one recurring pattern in your speech. When it appears, pause and ask what it reveals
about your heart.

+ Identify one vulnerable person or family within your actual sphere of influence and consider one concrete way to
move toward them.

+ Choose one area where the values of the Kingdom need to replace the values of the world in your everyday life.

+ Spend intentional time in prayer and Scripture, asking God to make your faith genuine—not merely something that
looks right from a distance.

PRAYER FOCUS
+ Ask God to reveal where your speech is exposing an anxious, angry, prideful, or distracted heart.
+ Ask God to give you eyes to notice vulnerable people and courage to move toward them.
+ Ask God to deepen your desire for holiness without producing self-righteousness or judgment toward others.

+ Thank Jesus that He came to us in our helplessness, rescued us, and now calls us to live the life of His Kingdom.



