
CAN YOU TELL – Part 1 – WHEN I TALK AND LISTEN?                                     James 1 17-27                           

Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly 
lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. 18 He chose to give us birth through the 
word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created. 19 My dear brothers 
and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow 
to become angry, 20 because human anger does not produce the righteousness that God 
desires. 21 Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly 
accept the word planted in you, which can save you. 22 Do not merely listen to the word, 
and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who listens to the word but does 
not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking 
at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But whoever looks 
intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what 
they have heard, but doing it—they will be blessed in what they do. 26 Those who consider 
themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues deceive themselves, 
and their religion is worthless. 27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless 
is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being 
polluted by the world.  

One of our professors at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, a homiletics professor, that is a 
professor who taught us how to preach, used to ask regularly, “So what?”  What he meant was 
when you know the people you serve and you have written your sermon for the week, ask yourself, 
So what?  What difference do you pray that this sermon will make in the life of the members of 
the congregation you serve?  That was not always an easy question to answer, but it did assume 
that the preacher would be preaching the Word of God and that the people who heard the sermon 
would be Christians.  That is the reason I have always begun my sermons with the words, “In 
Christ Jesus, dear Christian friends.”  Of course there are two assumptions in those words.  I am 
assuming that I am preaching to Christians and I am assuming that the people who hear what I 
am preaching are my friends.  . 

That is kind of the way James writes in his epistle.  He covers a multitude of things in a 
Christian’s life, but he always does it with the assumption that the people he is writing to are 
already Christians.  Martin Luther was so concerned about teaching salvation by grace without 
works, that he had problems for a while with this book that is pretty much all about works.  But 
then it becomes clear, if you’re a Christian, it make in the way you live.  If you’re a Christian can 
other people tell by your actions and the way you talk?  That’s why we want to look at some of 
those things with the general idea, CAN YOU TELL when I talk and listen?  When this Christian 
talks, CAN YOU TELL? 

1. James starts off talking about a lot of different things in a Christian’s life.  He talks about 
the gifts of God that can only come from the One true God, our Lord and Savior.  They are good 
and perfect gifts, exactly the gifts we need.  He calls us a kind of firstfruits, because when we 
have the gift of faith, the understanding of the love of God, the thankfulness for everything that 
God has given us physically and especially spiritually, God wants other people to see that.  You 
can look through the Old Testament and see the way that God blessed his people so that other 
people would actually be jealous of them and want to be like them.  That is the same thing that 
Jesus meant when he talked about God’s people being like a city on the hill that anyone can see.  
God expects our Christianity to show.  People can hear when you don’t use the filthy language 
that we hear everywhere and all the time.  Sometimes it seems like people don’t want to bother 
learning real words because the dirty words work just fine.  At least that’s what some people seem 
to think.  There is still hateful talk and gossip about other people and now we can spread slander 
worldwide with a smart phone.  People can tell the difference if that’s not the language that you 



use and that is not the way you talk about people.  All that involves talking and listening.  Let’s 
start with listening. 

James starts by talking about listening to the Word of God.  That is what Christians do.  
You’ve probably all spent a lot of time listening to or reading the Bible.  I have too.  But I’m not 
sure we always get what we should be getting out of it.  We can read the Bible so we can say, I 
read the Bible, or I read the Bible today.  What do you get out of it?  Sometimes we just do it to 
do it.  Satan loves to try to put gaps in our thinking so that we can read the Bible and think about 
doing other things at the same time.  There’s also a problem for fulltime professional Bible 
students like pastors, believe it or not.  Rather than getting something for ourselves out of it we 
can be thinking about how I’m going to make this particular passage into a sermon.  Of course, 
that’s our job, but there isn’t any part of Scripture that doesn’t have something to say to each 
individual, even and especially pastors.  Then on the other side there are those people who hear 
a sermon or read a passage and afterwards say, “That’s exactly what I needed to hear today.”  A 
pastor will always be thankful to hear that, but it’s also a little humbling to hear those words when 
what the person needed to hear was not the point the pastor was trying to make.  It’s a thank God 
time.  That’s what James means when he talks about looking into a mirror and forgetting what 
you looked like.  You look into the mirror, see a little dirt on your face or a little broccoli between 
your teeth and then forget it was there.  You just read the Bible and sometimes you don’t get 
anything out of it. 

2. The same thing holds true with talking.  There is a Christian way and a way Christians 
don’t talk.  For a couple of summers I worked at a Sears store installing tires, batteries, and air 
conditioners.  I knew and liked one of the managers very well.  I had worked with him before at a 
gas station and he encouraged me to work with him at Sears.  It was fine.  But there was another 
manager there who never found a dirty word or dirty joke he didn’t like.  We were sitting at lunch 
one day and he went around the table asking each summer worker what he was planning on 
doing when the summer was over.  Should I tell this foulmouthed manager and listen to him laugh 
at me, or should I tell him I just wanted to install tires for the rest of my life?  I told him I was 
studying for the Lutheran ministry to be a Lutheran pastor.  He didn’t say anything.  He also didn’t 
stop talking and joking the way he had always done.  But I have to give him some credit. From 
that meal on he never used those words or told those jokes when he was around me.  I guess 
that no matter how ingrained it is, you can clean up your language if you really want to.  Don’t we 
all need to remember that? 

James talks about the perfect law that gives freedom.  Did you ever think of listening more 
carefully to God and talking in a way that says that you know who Jesus is and what he has done 
can be considered freedom?  If you haven’t just think about the way some people seem to be 
slaves to the way they talk and the things that they do.  We’re no different.  The freedom comes 
when we know that we are free to use our tongues, our ears, God’s gifts in a way that we know 
that is all part of God’s good and perfect gifts and we are free to say so.  Jesus gave us, won us 
that freedom.  He had to live perfectly to earn it and he had to die in our place to win it, but he did 
it and it’s all ours.  Following Jesus’ perfect example  will make a difference.  YOU CAN TELL 
when I talk and listen? 


