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What do these people have in common?

● Bruce Wayne
● Steve Jobs
● Harry Potter
● Marilyn Monroe

Any guesses? They were orphans, raised by people who were not their natural parents.  Two
on this list are actual people (Jobs, Monroe), and two are fictional characters (Wayne, Potter).

It’s interesting when we realize that many heroes of children and young people are orphans.
The fictional Bruce Wayne is also known as the Batman.  He and his parents attended a movie
one night, and as they left the theater after the movie concluded, Bruce’s wealthy parents,
Thomas and Martha, were gunned down right in front of Bruce.  Bruce was raised by Alfred
Pennyworth, the family butler, helping Bruce become Gotham’s City’s guardian, the Batman.

There are a number of superheroes and fictional characters  who were orphaned beside
Batman.  There’s also Spiderman, Daredevil, Robin, and the Hulk to name a few comicbook
heroes.  Other fictional orphaned characters include Jane Eyre, Anne (Shirley) of Green Gables,
Frodo Baggins (the Hobbit), and Dorothy Gale (Wizard of Oz).

Young people connect well with such characters because so many of them are
orphaned, whether literally or figuratively.  Tragically, many of those youth residing in the
same home as their Christian parents are at least partially raised according to the
culture’s norms and they are often divorced from the fellowship, safety, and instruction
of the Church.

James, our Lord Jesus’ half brother, says this ought not be so, dear ones!  He says as
much in the last two verses of the New Testament book bearing his name, James
Chapter 1, verses 26 & 27, which we will cover today as part of our continuing sermon
series James: Practical Theology.

These two verses are the conclusion the previous 25 verses in this chapter are
pointing.  James is teaching us that there is a religion that is useless, and there is one
that is useful; there is one that is fiction, and the other is non-fiction; and there is a
religion that is real and one that is surreal.



James 1:26-27:
“If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his

own heart, this one’s religion is useless. 27 Pure and undefiled religion before God and the
Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from
the world.”

James begins in verse 26 by showing us what religion is not (how not to serve God).
“If anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own
heart, this one’s religion is useless.” The premise James begins with here is that a person
simply thinking he is a religious person isn’t enough to make it so.  Such thinking must
be accompanied by valid actions.

It’s worth pointing out that James doesn’t disparage a person who professes to be
religious.  James puts down what the “religious” person relies upon in order to consider
himself to be religious.  The Christian faith is a legitimate world religion - a person who
thinks himself/herself to be Christian (religious) must base such a presumption upon the
description of Christianity we find throughout God’s Word, the Holy Bible.

James gives two examples of unworthy actions, which are really two sides of the
same coin.  Two tell-tale marks of a religion that is useless are the unbridled
(unconstrained) tongue and the deceived (deluded, swindled) heart. Let’s look more
closely at the runaway tongue.

“An out of control tongue suggests bogus religious devotion, no matter how well one’s
devotion is carried out.” (Hughes, 80) The ability to speak well isn’t the only, or even the
most important communication factor - controlling and restraining one’s tongue is!  “If a
person fails to keep his/her tongue in check, his religion is worthless.  The unruly tongue
engages in lying, cursing and swearing, slander, and filthy language.” (Kistemaker, 64)

Don't be thought of like New Jersey's former governor, Robert B. Meyner was.  One restaurant
owner put a picture of him in the window.  Meyner had his mouth open, and immediately above
was a sign saying, "Open 24 hours a day."

It’s likely you’ve been the recipient of a tongue lashing from someone else at least one
time in your life.  Deserved or not, it’s too easy for that to happen, and just as easy for it
to become something destructive.  It’s not enough after the fact to say you didnt mean
it; you must have or you wouldn’t have said it in the first place!

I’m not proud of it, but throughout my life, I’ve said hurtful things to - or about - other
people.  Often, my words have made things worse.  Damage control takes much time



and effort to smooth things out after the fact. Perhaps some preventative actions are
necessary?

Psalm 34:13 - “Keep your tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceit.”  There are at
least 3 things we can implement to overcome an unbridled, runaway tongue:

1 - Begin each day with prayer asking God to hold your tongue all throughout the day.
2 - Pay close attention to how you say what you say. Proverb 15:1 - “A soft answer

turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.”
3 - Take a few moments to think before opening up your mouth to speak.

The sins of the tongue are addressed in other places in James’ letter - we studied the
importance of being “slow to speak” a couple of weeks ago when in James 1:19; we’ll
discuss the tongue in additional detail when we get to chapters 3 and 4.

The other tell-tale mark of a religion that is useless is a deceived heart.  Harsh words
and verbal sins are birthed out of a bad heart.  Our hearts are vulnerable; we must
guard them if we are serious about living out our Christianity.  The Old Testament
prophet Jeremiah has a damning condemnation for the human heart in Jeremiah 17:9, “
“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; Who can know it?”

Jesus issued a similar condemnation when speaking with the Pharisees and the
scribes in Mark Chapter 7 where we read these words, “What comes out of a man, that
defiles a man.  For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries,
fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lewdness, an evil eye,
blasphemy, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within and defile a man.”
(Mark 7:20-23)

So dear ones, do you think yourselves religious?  What does your tongue say?  What
does your heart pour out?

Having looked at what religion is not, James then shows us two hallmark
characteristics that indicate what religion is (how to profess and practice one’s
religion).  Look again at verse 27 - “Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is
this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world.”

Caring for those most vulnerable, like widows and orphans, is the first clear
indication of the practice of the pure, undefiled religion. The widow and orphan
represent the poor, defenseless members of society.  They suffer from poverty and
exploitation.  In so ministering to these, we show the religion we profess to be the
religion we possess.



● Isaiah 1:17 summarizes a ministry to the oppressed, “Learn to do good; Seek
justice, rebuke the oppressor; Defend the fatherless, plead for the widow.” This is true
because God works through us to defend orphans and plead for widows.

● Psalm 146:9 - “The Lord watches over the strangers; He relieves the fatherless and
widow; But the way of the wicked He turns upside down.”

● “He (God) administers justice for the fatherless (orphan) and the widow, and loves the
stranger, giving him food and clothing” (Deuteronomy 10:18).

The other tell-tale mark of the true religion is “to keep oneself unspotted from the
world.” “James advocates separation in the world, not from the world.  In this instance,
“the world” is a system of thought, a system of values.  The values of the world so often
contradict God’s that James can say in Chapter 4, verse 4, “Adulterers and adulteresses!
Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?  Whoever therefore wants to
be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

Paul teaches similarly in Romans 12:2, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable
and perfect will of God.”

This can be quite a challenge - the line is often razor thin that separates the holy from
the unholy; the set apart from the set adrift; the sanctified from the stanktified.  It takes a
long, slow obedience in the right direction to remain consistent and on track in our
Christianity.  This can really only be accomplished in the body life of the Church.  To try
it on one’s own, or away from the church is to surrender to the evil one from the start.

The pure and undefiled religion does not consist in evil speech or a deceived heart,
but in caring for the downtrodden (like orphans & widows) and striving for holiness.

We know of Good King Wenceslas because he happened to look out his window “on the feast
of Stephen, while the snow lay round about, deep and crisp and even.”

Wenceslas was born in Bohemia (the modern Czech Republic) in the early 900’s.  His father
was the ruler of the Czechs and gave Wenceslas a good education supervised by his
grandmother, Ludmilla.

Wenceslas became king after his father died.  He sought good relations with surrounding
nations, he took steps to reform the judicial system, reducing the number of death sentences,
and the arbitrary power of judges.  He reportedly encouraged the building of churches.  Most of
all, he showed heartfelt concern for the poor.  He cut firewood for orphans and widows, often
carrying the provisions on his own shoulders through the snow - thus inspiring the Christmas
carol about him.



Wenceslas’ brief reign ended suddenly.  His brother Boleslav, pagan and rebellious, invited
Wenceslas to a banquet, then murdered him the next morning as he left for church.  The Czech
people venerated him as a martyr, and today he is the patron saint of the Czech Republic.

Interestingly, the tune to the Christmas carol “Good King Wenceslas” is also the tune
to the second hymn we sang this morning, “Gentle Mary Laid Her Child.”  The first verse
of that carol begins with these lyrics, “Gentle Mary laid her Child, lowly in a manger;
There He lay, the undefiled, to the world a stranger:” That highlights the sacred words
of Scripture we’ve studied this morning, “pure and undefiled religion.”  This carol ends
with these lyrices, “Gentle Mary laid her Child, lowly in a manger; He is still the
undefiled,
but no more a stranger:”


