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I’m going to begin by testing your listening skills this morning.

1 - There are three houses.  One is red, one is blue, and one is white.  If the red house is to the
left of the house in the middle, and the blue house is to the right of the house in the middle,
where is the white house?  In Washington, DC!

2 - I am the beginning of sorrow and the end of sickness.  You cannot express happiness
without me, yet I am in the midst of crosses.  I am always in risk, yet never in danger.  You will
find me in the sun, but I am never out of darkness. What am I? The letter ‘S.’

3 - This is a hard one - you may want to write down some information.  You are in a place called
Jack’s World and there is only one law.  There is a mirror, but no reflection.  There is pizza with
cheese, but not sausage.  There is pepper, but no salt.  There is a door, yet no entrance or exit.
What is the law? Each word in Jack’s World must have double letters.

Listening is an important skill, but many of us are not good listeners.  Fortunately,
listening can be improved.  I struggle with listening; awareness is the first step to
correction, but it seems I often get sidetracked at some point in a conversation with
others.

Listening is but one of the concepts we’ll explore as we examine our text from sacred
Scripture this morning, James 1:19-21.  I’ve titled it “Hear Ye!  Hear Ye!”

In our country’s infancy, well before the time of the Internet, computers and cell phones,
authorized people would move about a community sharing news orally.  These people - town
criers - were employed by a town to make public announcements, usually by shouting them in
the streets and downtown area.

I’m aware of an instance where town criers are still used locally.  I serve regularly as an
election judge on election day.  To announce the opening and closing of the polls, one of us,
usually me (because I have the biggest mouth), will go outside the polling place and loudly
proclaim, “Hear Ye!  Hear Ye!  The polls are now open” (or closed as the case may be).

We are about to hear from God Almighty Himself as we turn our attention to the public
reading of His holy Word, the Holy Bible.  Because He is here in our midst, it behooves
us to stand and listen carefully to what He has to say to us.

James 1:19-21:
“19 So then, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to

wrath; 20 for the wrath of man does not produce the righteousness of God.
21 Therefore lay aside all filthiness and overflow (abundance) of wickedness, and receive

with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”



Reminding us that he is writing to people he cherishes (the Church scattered about
the known world), James uses the term of address “brethren” (or “brothers”) for the third
time in Chapter 1 here in verse 19.  He used it previously in verses 2 and 16.  It’s the
language of family - as believers in Christ, we are brothers and sisters in the faith.

James then includes a trio of qualities necessary to tackle trials and temptations -  “let
every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath;” We’ll address them each
individually, beginning with Swiftness to hear.

Why is it so hard for us to listen to others? Interest in self, dwelling on other matters,
fatigue, distractions/shiny things (especially cell phones!), and overall busyness are all
possible reasons.  Commentator Simon Kistemaker puts it this way:

“Listening is an art that is difficult to master, for it means to take an intense interest in
the person who is speaking.  Listening is the art of closing one’s mouth and opening
one’s ears and heart.” (Kistemaker, 57)

Someone once put it this way - “Men have two ears and one tongue that they should
hear more than they speak.  The ears are always open, ever ready to receive
instruction; but the tongue is surrounded with a double row of teeth to hedge it in, and
keep it within proper bounds.” (Quoted in Hughes, 66)

Swiftness to hear is critical in order for us to be tuned in to what the Holy Spirit has to
say to us.  And, what He has to say to us is precisely what God the Father has said to
us in His written word.  We must listen to God’s Word, read, pray, and sing.  We must fill
our minds with God’s words; if we do that there is no room for culture’s words!

Author and pastor Kent Hughes lists 5 practices we can use to improve our listening
skills:

1 - We must work at truly listening to others. It doesn’t come naturally in
fallen people.  This involves maintaining eye contact and observing others’ nonverbal
behaviors (to include gestures, moods, and silence).

2 - We must limit our exposure to visual media - television sets, computers,
and devices. These very easily impair our ability to hear.  If we are checking out our
notifications on our phones, we’re probably not paying full attention to the Lord.  And,
that can be confusing at best, and deadly at worst!

3 - We must read God’s Word - This means we must dwell upon what we read;
really listen as we read.  Reflect upon what we’re reading instead of merely moving a
bookmark!

4 - We must slow down and take time to listen. It is more important to really
know certain passages thoroughly, rather than skimming through 4 or 5 chapters a day
just to finish the Bible in a year.  Shoot to finish your daily Bible reading in two years,
rather than one.  We should imitate Samuel’s words in I Samuel 3:10, “Speak, for Your
servant hears.”



5 - We must prepare for worship and the hearing of God’s Word. How did
you prepare for this service of worship? Did you think ahead and read the verses for
today’s sermon? Today’s worship bulletin has been online since Friday morning. Did
you look at it to see what other passages of Scripture and what hymns/songs we’d be
singing today? If you don’t have computer access, then ask someone who does have it
to share this information.  These ideas are all a part of preparing properly for worship.
God did not give us a video, DVD, or digital file - He gave us a book.  We are to savor
that book and let it steep in our hearts, minds, and souls.

If we are listening well, then we are more likely to be slow to speak. It is not
good listening to formulate what you are going to say while others are speaking.  You’re
just looking to be heard or to make a point; you’re not listening to what those speaking
to you are saying.  Scripture addresses this - here are two examples:

● Proverbs 10:19 - “In the multitude of words sin is not lacking, but he who restrains his
lips is wise.”

● Proverbs 17:27 - “He who has knowledge spares his words, and a man of
understanding is of a calm spirit.”

If we are slow to speak, then we will surely be slow to wrath.  “Careless words
often accompany an angry mood.” (Kistemaker, 57) Unrighteous anger is a huge problem
in the lives of many Christians.  We tend to justify our anger because we have a high
opinion of ourselves; everyone else is below us.  We operate largely in our own puny
Kingdoms of One.  No one else is as smart, prepared, or polished as we.  Would you
like to hear how God feels about such behavior?

● Proverbs 14:17 - “A quick-tempered man acts foolishly, and a man of wicked intentions
is hated.” The angry man is a fool; others hate him because he is angry.

● Proverbs 16:32 - “He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules
his spirit than he who takes a city.” Being able to step back and think before
responding in anger is a skill much needed in the church.

● Proverbs 19:11 - “The discretion of a man makes him slow to anger, and his glory is to
overlook a transgression.” Our first response as believers in Christ is to reflect and
even forgive the sins of others in order to minister to those who may hold
different positions than we.

Jim Taylor (not the local one) tells the following story about his friend, Ralph in Currents.  One
morning Ralph woke up at four o'clock to a noise that sounded like someone repairing boilers on
his roof.  Still in his pajamas, he went into the back yard to investigate.  He found a woodpecker
on the TV antenna, "pounding its little brains out on the metal pole."  Angry at the little creature
who ruined his sleep, Ralph picked up a rock and threw it.  The rock sailed over the house, and
he heard a distant crash as it hit his car.  In utter disgust, Ralph took a vicious kick at a clod of
dirt, only to remember -- too late -- that he was still in his bare feet.  Uncontrolled anger, as
Ralph learned, can sometimes be its own reward.

“Slow to wrath” does not mean we cannot be angry at times over the injustices in our
society: the legally sanctioned killing of pre-born life, our society’s dismissing God’s



Word when it comes to human sexuality, and the incredibly short-sighted, wasteful
spending our government finds so intoxicating.  Righteous anger over such things ought
to compel us to pray and do.

The Apostle Paul writes about this kind of anger in his letter to the Church at Ephesus
(Ephesians 4:26), “Be angry, and do not sin”: do not let the sun go down on your wrath,”
Defending the church against attacks from secular forces and even from within is often
fueled by a holy anger that neither God nor His people are getting their due.

As we cross from the trio of qualities needed to tackle trials (verse 19), we move
into verse 20 and a couple that create contrast - “for the wrath of man does not produce
the righteousness of God.” In including this observation, James teaches us that wrath
(anger) and sin are never very far apart.

How could even the most simple person not see the irony in this verse - the anger
(wrath) of man doesn’t produce anything good, let alone the righteousness of God!  A
Christian desiring to please God will not resort to unbiblical anger to do it.  The Christian
who is routinely angry at other people is an oxymoron - like these:

Small crowd - Pretty ugly - original copy - liquid gas - social distancing

A primary doctrine taught by verse 20 is the sovereignty of God. Nothing we do
can cause God to act unless He desires to act.  God typically acts first, or He works
through secondary causes. Either way, He is the one who produces His righteousness,
not anything we sinful humans can do, even if we’ve been redeemed from the
punishment due our sins.

We come now to the third and final verse (verse 21) in today’s passage.  “Therefore lay
aside all filthiness and overflow (abundance) of wickedness, and receive with meekness the
implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”

“Filthiness” includes everything that taints, soils, or devalues our lives.  To lay aside
filthiness is to put away your old, sinful self.

“Wickedness” is rooted in the idea of badness. It is spiritual evil.  Unchecked, it grows
very quickly.  We must lay wickedness aside or it will consume us.  It may be that you
need to do this in your life this very day!

Laying aside filthiness and wickedness are the first act; receiving the implanted word
God gives to each of His elect is able to save your soul! How can you be sour-faced
about that?

Jesus said He was meek (Matthew 11:29 - “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I
am meek and lowly in heart: and you shall find rest unto your souls.”)  “To be meek is to shun
argument and to be gentle, docile, and teachable before the word.” (Doriani, 47)



I began this message with a test of your listening.  Now, I share a brief but true story
showing the impact of our listening well.

Teenage prostitutes, during interviews in a San Francisco study, were asked:  "Is there
anything you needed most and couldn't get?"  Their response, invariably preceded by sadness
and tears was unanimous:  "What I needed most was someone to listen to me.  Someone who
cared enough to listen to me."

That breaks my heart.  I will listen to you, friends - shoot me a text, send me an email,
call me.  Let’s talk.  And we can also read Scripture, and pray, maybe even sing a hymn!

Hear Ye, Hear Ye! The sermon is now over!


