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Sermon Series: Wisdom that Works 

#3 The straight mirror of Scripture  James 1:19-27 
Recently I watched a brief video clip with what appeared to be actor Tom Cruise 

presenting a magic trick on screen. Little did I know that it 

was not Cruise at all, thanks to something called “deep 

fake” technology. It was merely a look-alike actor filmed 

using clever algorithms that edit his every facial move to 

make him look like the Mission Impossible superstar.  

We are familiar today, aren’t we, with the power of 

manipulating the audience around us to think we are 

something that we are not.  

Instagram influencers have made the practice of bearing no resemblance to 

their real life when posting to the public a commercially successful artform!  . 

In James 1:19-27, the writer is addressing the second of his three recurring 

themes. James applies God’s wisdom to how we view ourselves each day, and 

how we then treat others in daily life. 

The technology for constructing a fake and more impressive image of oneself 

in public long ago was a little more old school than today’s deep fakes and 

insta influencers. James centres this lesson on looking into a mirror in the 

morning, before leaving the house. He points to the absurdity of those… 

…who look at themselves in a mirror… and, ongoing away, immediately 

forget what they were like (James 1:23,24) 

When my wife and I travelled to 

the ruins of the ancient city of 

Corinth in Greece some years 

back, we visited the Corinthian 

museum.  

There we were able to see, 

among other artifacts, some 
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examples of personal mirrors used in the ancient world.1 

In its tarnished condition the palm-sized disk once used 

as a personal mirror  looked pretty unfit for purpose. 

But when polished this engraved bronze disc would 

have reflected back to its owner a likeness of her face 

adequate enough for checking skin, teeth and hair 

before stepping out in sandals into the marketplace.  

Even a dull glimpse of your face, says James in chapter 

1 of his letter, should connect you with who you really are. It should not result 

in immediately acting like something or someone else when you leave the 

house. This would be absurd! 

Some of you will remember the funhouse mirrors at old Luna Park: waving 

reflective glass that distorted and changed your whole appearance for fun. 

Well, the Holy Scriptures, the Word of God, says James, is like a straight mirror 

that gives us a true image of our real self as those now “in Christ”. Christians 

should not, having seen their true selves in Christ in the Scriptures then walk 

away forgetting the implications for living. James writes, 

…be doers of the [Word of God], 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, ongoing away, immediately forget what they were like. 

(James 1:22-24) 

Most of James original audience were Jews recently become Christians2 living 

amidst trials and persecutions due to their new association with the Church 

(see James 1:1,2). It seems that many of the new Christians were still living or 

were reverting to living according to the ways of their previous lives under the 

burdensome system of 1st Century Judaism.  

Jesus harshly criticised religious leaders of those days for applying 

burdensome rules, regulations and ceremonies designed to construct a 

person’s righteousness status before God and others from the outside in. 

 
1 The Apostle Paul used the illustration of such a mirror in 1 Corinthians 13:12 to emphasise the greater clarity 
of sight we will have when with Christ in eternity. 
2 See James 1:1,2 
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Jesus did not consider this in any way an adequate form of religion. In 

Matthew 15:8, quoting the prophet Isaiah, Jesus said of them: 

This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me 

On top of the 613 commandments in the Law of Moses, the Scribes and 

Pharisees added thousands of so-called “fence” laws and “dust” laws for daily 

living. Those external rules and regulations of daily life surpassed anything 

you’ve been experiencing due to Coronavirus today, believe me! The “masks” 

they insisted had to be worn in order to be seen as right with religion made the 

person unrecognisable from their new true selves as made possible through 

faith in Christ.  

Notice how James cancels the old religion in verse 26; dead, outward trappings 

of religious pursuits of a higher standing with God (the Greek word translated 

as “religion” in James 1 was used for the outward trappings of ceremony and 

ritual). Today James might even call it a deepfake! He writes: 

If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but 

deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless.  

Instead, see how James urges Christians to looks into the straight mirror of the 

sweet Good News of the Gospel of Jesus. Its freedom and power is in great 

contrast to the outwardly self-constructed and performance-based system of 

Judaism (and most religious pursuits). In James 1:25 the writer points to the 

Gospel of Jesus, saying… 

But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be 

blessed in their doing. 

The Gospel of Jesus is, for James, the “Law of Liberty”. His readers should view 

themselves each day in the light of Jesus. He is the one who came to set the 

captives free and to release people from their bondage to sin and death. He 

brings “freedom” to daily life – freedom to be loved by God as you truly are, 

and freedom to live for God’s purposes by God’s grace day to day. 

Jesus said in Matthew 5:17 that he came, not to abolish the Law (the 

commandments to Israel recorded in the Old Testament Scriptures) but to 

fulfil its intentions, for us, and for the whole world. Jesus death for sin 
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established the new covenant of God with us and fulfils the promise of that 

covenant spoken through Jeremiah long ago, 

I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will 

be their God, and they shall be my people (Jer. 31:33) 

For James, looking into the good news of Jesus each morning shows us who 

we truly are now that we are “in Christ”, that is, 

• We are fully forgiven our sins, by Jesus’ costly righteous sacrifice upon 

the cross, and granted His “righteousness” by grace, through faith. We 

have no more to do than to trust in Him, and 

• We are newly empowered with a new heart and a new spirit by God’s 

Spirit who is at hand to transform our character and actions daily from 

the inside out. 

When we walk out the door each day having looked into the straight mirror of 

Scripture, it should lead to thought and speech and action that befits the new 

redeemed and Spirit-empowered heart within us, by God’s grace. We should 

be seen to be transformed more and more to look like Jesus in terms of our 

humility and our love for others each day. 

Jesus castigated the religious leaders for wanting to create deepfakes through 

outward trappings of religion, rules and regulations for life (e.g. Matthew 

15:7). They were deserving of condemnation. But see how James guides 

pastorally here, teaching Gods wisdom to us, rather than judging. This is 

because his readers are ordinary Christians. Like us, they needed freeing from 

the past so that the “results” of what God was doing in their hearts through 

Christ could become consistently apparent in their daily living.  

There is a Christ-like humility of character, and a usefulness of purpose as 

servants of God that Christians can bring to daily life, if only they would see 

who they truly are in Christ, and then live as that person each day in the 

power of God’s Spirit.  

James lists some key outcomes we should expect God to develop in us through 

the power of the Gospel. We can: 

• become more quick to listen, (particularly active listening to God’s 

Word), 
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• become more slow to speak, (Jesus taught that what comes from the 

mouth is borne of the heart in Matthew 15:8 reflecting the long tradition 

of Wisdom literature in the Old Testament. We should be sure to search 

for the right place to draw your words before speaking, as Jesus so often 

did Himself, as Paul wrote in Ephesians 4:29, and as James will teach 

later in this letter), 

• become more slow to anger, and instead ready to do what’s right in 

God’s eyes. James notes earlier that anger that leads to harm of others is 

no representation of God at all.  

• And lastly, become more swift to actively care for those most in need in 

the community (orphans and widows typified the most needy in the 

ancient world) as a natural outcome of knowing who you truly are in 

Christ (showing the integral relationship between the Gospel and social 

justice).  

 

 

Let’s look each day into the straight mirror of Scripture and ask God to show 

you who we really are in the light of the Gospel of Jesus. And secondly, let’s 

ask God’s Spirit to make our lives consistent with the new life within us: 

• quick to listen, 

• slow to speak, 

• slow to anger, and instead ready to do what’s right in God’s eyes, and  

• active in care for the most in need in our world  

 

STEVE WEBSTER.  ST MICHAELS NORTH CARLTON.  JUNE 2021 
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