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James chapter One 

Religion as the expression of faith 

James writes, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father is this: to visit orphans 

and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” Religion can be 

defined as a set of beliefs related to the worship of the divine being, however the nature of the 

divine being may be conceived by a particular believer or group of believers. Religion is a 

universal aspect of human life. People in every place and in every period of time, have 

worshiped the divine and developed sets of belief for that worship. The ancients conceived of the 

divine as a multiplicity of beings. This was reflected in their religions. The descendants of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had a different belief about the divine. They believed that God was 

one divine being. Their religion was expressed in what the Jewish people call The Shema from 

Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” 

The biggest difference between the religions of the world and the religion of Israel was the belief 

in God’s love. No Roman, Greek or Persian would have thought of his or her gods as having any 

feelings of love for them. They mostly worried about making them angry. The most important 

difference between the religions of the world and the religion of the descendants of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob was their belief that God loved them. God was holy and hated sin, but God loved 

them and promised to forgive their sin. God was just and condemned sin, but God loved them 

and promised a Messiah who would bear their sins and take away its guilt. The religion of Israel 

was expressed fully in the giving of Jesus to be our Saviour through His sinless life and the 

sacrifice of His body on the cross. 

The Christian religion is that Jesus is the Saviour, the fullest expression of God’s love. But as 

James says, religion is more than a body of beliefs about the nature and worship of God. At its 

heart religion is the expression of what we believe about God in our actions. The faith of Israel 

came by the words God revealed to their ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses and the 

prophets. Israel learned the 

nature of God and the proper way to worship Him through His word. In this chapter James 

directs us to the word, as the source of our religion, and as the power which impels us to express 

our religion in our actions. He writes, “Of His own will He brought us forth by the word of truth 

that we should be a kind of first fruits of His creatures.” His word gives us life as believers, 

blessing with the faith to believe. His word impels us to express our faith by loving Him with our 

actions in obedience to His word. James writes, “Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant 

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

Religion is a body of beliefs about God, but religion is also the expression of those beliefs in our 

actions towards God and others. 

In fact, what we believe about God, is most truly expressed in our actions towards others. And so 

James writes, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father is this: to visit orphans 

and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” As we journey 

through Lent with Jesus to the cross, we remember that this is the action by which He expresses 

His religion, His love for us. We consider how might express the things we believe about God 

and His love, in our actions. We consider how we might better express our religion in our 

attitudes and actions towards others. James asks us to show our religion in actions of love. 

Consider that when we were orphaned from God’s family and estranged from His love, God 

expressed His religion, by giving Jesus to be our Saviour. James asks us to express our religion 



in our active response to God’s action in Christ Jesus, by loving as He loves us. As St. John 

wrote, “We love because He first loved us.” In Jesus’ Name. Amen 

 


