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SELF-CONTROL TO THE SAVING OF THE 

SOUL 
(James 1:22-25) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 6 

April 2008 

But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. 

For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man 

beholding his natural face in a glass: For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his 

way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. But whoso 

looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a 

forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed. 

(James 1:22-25) 

Introduction 

In our studies thus far we have discovered that James is a very practical author. For him orthopraxy 

was as important as orthodoxy. One’s lifestyle was a reflection of one’s belief. 

In this first chapter, James teaches us that by virtue of the new birth we are the special objects of 

God’s affection and thus of His care. It is for this reason that we are to rejoice in all our trials and to 

guard our hearts from sinning against Him by blaming Him for our failures. We acknowledge that 

all our trials are under the providence of God but our sins are our fault alone. Thus when we face 

trials we are to do so by asking God for wisdom. We need God’s wisdom to know how to handle 

the trials in a way that honours Him. Thus, when difficulties occur we are to face them by assuming 

the position of a student rather than a teacher. This seems to be James’ mindset as he pens the words 

of James 1:19-25. 

In these verses he tells us to be quick to listen and slow to speak. That is, as we undergo trials (in 

fact, even when we don’t undergo trials) we are to listen to the Word which has been implanted in 

our souls. We are to listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit, who leads us in accordance with His 

revealed truth (Scripture). We are to be continually listening to the gospel. We are to be learners, 

and learners are known for their listening ability. 

We need to keep before us the theme that James is driving home in this letter: namely, that those 

who are truly saved by faith will reveal this in a saved lifestyle. They will endure and persevere to 

the end (v. 12). They will be doers, not merely hearers of the Word. The gospel, which has been 

implanted in their souls, will “bring forth fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15). And this will happen as 

they hear and obey the Word of God. 

But, as we all know, it is not easy to learn and to live God’s Word. So much opposition from within 

arises when we desire to obey Christ. We hear the voice screaming at us from within to ignore His 

voice and to give in to the voice of our desires. But it is just at this point in which we are called 

upon to exercise that love-motivated self-control to do the right thing, to obey God’s Word. We are 
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called upon to stop listening to our voice and to listen to God’s voice. And this self-control will lead 

to the salvation of our soul. In what way? 

Well, first, such Spirit-driven self-control is a means of grace known as “the perseverance of the 

saints.” Verse 12 deals with this. 

Second, we should remember that the salvation of our soul is far more than the eternal security of 

our soul from hellfire. Rather, salvation is comprehensive and thus James tells us that to the degree 

that we exercise such mandated self-control, to that degree we will be increasingly be saved from 

the power, practice and pleasures of sin (cf. Matthew 1:21). 

Thus it is vital, if we will persevere to the end, that we continue to experience the power of the 

gospel (v. 18) as it increasingly saves us from our sins. Since this will require a response of 

obedience on our part, and since obedience requires self-control, it is fair to say that self-control is 

essential to the saving of our soul. 

Again, we must understand that statement in its context. This is a special kind of self-control. This 

self-control is that which arises from a seed from outside of ourselves. And James has alluded to 

this in v. 21 in which he identified the “engrafted [implanted] word” with the gospel of v. 18. Thus, 

those who have received the gospel are equipped and (responsible) to exercise the self-control 

necessary to both hear and to do the Word. This is James’ mindset, his theme, in the rest of the 

chapter; in fact, for the rest of the epistle. 

In this study we will consider this issue of self-control to the saving of our soul as we expound vv. 

22-25. As we consider these verses, we will see three necessary responsibilities that we must 

embrace if we will exercise a proper self-control to the salvation of our soul. But first, in order to 

understand these verses in their proper context, it is necessary to briefly review vv. 19-21. 

A Disposition to Assume 

In the late 19th century two British politicians—Benjamin Disraeli and William Gladstone—vied for 

the office of British Prime Minister. In one particular speech, Disraeli accused Gladstone of being 

“inebriated with the exuberance of his own verbosity.” I am afraid that all too many Christians are 

just the same. We are so intoxicated with hearing ourselves talk that we are not very good listeners. 

James warns us against such an attitude and offers a drastically different disposition which we must 

assume. 

Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath: For 

the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God. Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and 

superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to save your 

souls. 

(James 1:19-21) 

As noted above, James wants believers to assume the disposition of students. That is, he wants us to 

listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit in the gospel. The word “filthiness” in v. 20 was a Greek word 

that was originally used of earwax. Just as parents today sometimes tell children to clear the wax 

from their ears (i.e. to start listening), so James tells us that we must clear our spiritual earwax and 

begin listening. 
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Importantly, we should understand that no one is going to stand over us and make us assume the 

disposition of submission. James urges us here to exercise the necessary self-control to do so. The 

emphasis is on our personal responsibility to obey God. We must take ourselves in hand and 

exercise the necessary self-control. If we do not, we will find ourselves in serious trouble, for James 

informs us of what is at stake: “which is able to save your souls.” 

We should note that James writes this letter to his “beloved brethren” (v. 2, 19). He assumes that his 

readers are believers, and yet he still tells them that the disposition of a learner is necessary if they 

will save their souls. Believers have the duty to constantly examine whether they are in the faith, 

and one proof of salvation is our response to the Word of God. True believers submit to God’s 

Word, and thus James could assume that his “beloved brethren” would indeed listen and submit. 

Let me pause at this point to ask a practical question: Do you have a time every day in which you 

get alone to listen to God? We live in a time in history in which we are privileged to have access to 

God’s full Word in our own language. For most of human history, this privilege did not exist. For 

the majority of new covenant history, Christians had no access to Bibles in their own homes, and 

many could not read anyway. What did they do for a devotional life? Well, they listened really well 

when God’s Word was publicly read, and then spent time alone reflecting on what they had heard. 

We are so accustomed to being able to read God’s Word that we often don’t really hear it. 

Without getting too far into the precise dynamics of a quiet time, let me just drive home the point 

that we must have a time set aside each day in which we listen to as God speaks to us through His 

Word. If we do not exercise the necessary spiritual discipline to do so, there will be no real spiritual 

growth in our lives. 

The Danger to Avoid 

James proceeds to speak of a danger that we must avoid. Listening is the beginning of self-control, 

but it is not the end. We should not assume that our outward disposition is necessarily a true 

reflection of our heart’s condition. We may be deceived. And it is against such deception that James 

now warns us. 

But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. For if any be a hearer 

of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: For he 

beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. 

(James 1:22-24) 

James is dealing here with the ever-present danger of self-deception. Now, of course, we can be 

self-deceived about certain things that will not have huge repercussions in life. A 45-year-old 

runner may be self-deceived into thinking that he is still as good an athlete as he was at 20 and find 

himself horribly embarrassed in an athletic event. 

You may believe that you have tremendous leadership abilities, only to find yourself shamed at 

work or in the church when you get involved. Perhaps others will suffer to an extent too. 

When I was in fifth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Wallace, told me that I was doing very well in 

mathematics, and that she thought I might be ready to move onto Mrs. Griffith’s accelerated 

mathematics class. She asked whether I thought I was ready and, of course, I assured her that I was. 
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A few weeks later Mrs. Griffiths suggested that I go back to Mrs. Wallace’s class. You can imagine 

how terribly embarrassed I was as I returned to the lower class just a few weeks after upgrading! 

(As a matter of interest, I now have a daughter majoring in university mathematics. If Mrs. Griffith 

is reading this, there must be something genetic about this!)  

And so, yes, at times self-deception can result merely in slight embarrassment with no further dire 

consequences. When it comes to this issue, however, the consequences are far more serious than 

mere embarrassment. It is a sad fact that multitudes are sitting in churches today, in danger of 

eternal damnation, because they are self-deceived about the state of their soul. They are lost. They 

have heard the Word, but they do not practise it. They are not doers of the Word and they are 

therefore missing out on the salvation of their souls. 

This is an extremely serious issue. There is nothing more serious than self-deception concerning our 

relationship with God and being justified before Him. Jesus warned of the consequences of this self-

deception. “Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and 

in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works? And then will I 

profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity” (Matthew 7:22-23). 

What a traumatic experience that will be for the self-deceived! He echoed this theme in Luke 6: 

And why call ye me, Lord, Lord, and do not the things which I say? Whosoever cometh to me, and 

heareth my sayings, and doeth them, I will show you to whom he is like: He is like a man which 

built an house, and digged deep, and laid the foundation on a rock: and when the flood arose, the 

stream beat vehemently upon that house, and could not shake it: for it was founded upon a rock. But 

he that heareth, and doeth not, is like a man that without a foundation built an house upon the earth; 

against which the stream did beat vehemently, and immediately it fell; and the ruin of that house was 

great. 

(Luke 6:46-49) 

Though the soul of the true believer is never in danger of eternal damnation, it is a fact that 

believers can sometimes be deceived about where they are spiritually. We may be well-instructed in 

the faith, but hearing and knowing God’s Word does not automatically mean that we are right with 

Him. The proofthat we are with meekness receiving the implanted Word is by obedience. As James 

Adamson said, “The implanted Word can only flourish in the soil of obedience.” 

There is a Scottish saying which speaks of “sermons tasters who have never tasted the grace of 

God.” They may have heard, attending seminar after seminar, joining church after church, listening 

to preacher after preacher, but that is no guarantee that they are doers of the Word. “Any response 

to the Word other than unqualified obedience is self-deceptive,” writes John MacArthur. Whilst this 

is true of unbelievers, it can also be true of believers. Our hearing does not always lead to doing, but 

that is precisely the disposition to which James is here opposed. 

You will never grow beyond your present level of obedience to God’s Word. Hearing is no 

guarantee; it must be accompanied by obedience. Sadly, whilst it is often easy for us to spot 

someone else who is self-deceived, that same self-deception is not always so easy to spot in our 

own lives. 
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When James tells us to “be” doers of the Word, he uses a particular word in a particular tense that 

stresses a characteristic. That is, doing the Word is not something that must simply be done casually 

or sporadically; instead, it is to be a lifestyle. 

Some years ago, Eugene Peterson wrote a book in which he defined discipleship as a “long 

obedience in the same direction.” He argued that, in our instantaneous, microwave society, we 

expect discipleship to happen overnight. But he added that true discipleship takes place over the 

long haul. Jesus said it this way: “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; And 

ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:31-32). 

There is a danger of assuming, simply because we are going to our book clubs, faithfully attending 

church, and joining the discussions during Bible study that we are therefore growing. But if our 

lives are not characterised by consistent obedience then no true growth is taking place. 

Those who have been begotten from above have been called to a life of radical obedience. When a 

woman during Jesus’ ministry pronounced a blessing upon “the womb that bare thee” Jesus replied, 

“Yea rather, blessed are they that hear the word of God, and keep it” (Luke 11:27-28). Anything 

other than unqualified obedience to God’s Word is indeed less than biblical Christianity.  Therefore, 

says Derek Tidball, “however important may be mental assent to the word, it has not been truly 

received until it is put into practice.” In other words, to cite Daniel Doriani, James is warning us 

against self-deception in the form of “careless listening, listening that never leads to action.” Again, 

there is nothing wrong with listening, taking notes, and being able to articulate what we have 

learned. But if this is not accompanied by obedience we have fallen short of the mark. Our creed 

must be matched by our conduct. 

In order to drive home his point, James gives us a useful illustration in vv. 23-24: “For if any be a 

hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: For he 

beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was.”      

The word translated “beholding” or “beholdeth” carries the idea of gazing carefully, of studying. 

James is not describing a passing glance in the mirror, but a deep reflection on the image being 

beheld. You may be familiar with the scene. As you look into the mirror in the morning you notice 

the things that require adjustment before you will be prepared for the day ahead. But then, for 

whatever reason, you are perhaps distracted, and you forget about some of the necessary 

adjustments. You go about your day without having washed your face, or combed your hair, or 

brushed your teeth, or whatever the case may be, and you perhaps only realise when you get home 

and your wife comments. That is the picture that James is painting here. 

Doriani relates the story of a theology professor who experienced this very thing. He often had a 

tough time controlling his hair, and so he made use of one of his wife’s silver barrettes whilst doing 

his hair in the morning. One particular morning, whilst the barrette was still in his hair, he was 

distracted and forgot about it. He went to class and lectured as normal and kept several other 

appointments that day. No one said a word to him, perhaps thinking that it was a new style that he 

was trying. When he got home that evening, his wife asked him, “What is that in your hair?” 

Realising his error, he began retracing his steps in his mind. He figured that he had come into 

contact with at least 200 people throughout the day, and no one had breathed a word to him about 

the barrette! 



6 

James is speaking of the person who notices some things that need to be corrected, recognises that 

something must be done, but just never gets around to it. He is too busy, or too easily distracted, 

and so the corrections that need to be made in his life just never take enough priority. He hears the 

Word, and clearly distinguishes God’s voice speaking to him to correct a particular area of 

disobedience, but he never actually acts upon his conviction. He may feel the same conviction over 

and over again, but he keeps forgetting his “natural face.” Such a person—one who has heard God’s 

Word but not acted upon it—might as well never have heard it in the first place. He may tell himself 

that all is well because he understands the issues that need to change in his life, but in fact he is self-

deceived for his workmates see that he is still greedy, his wife sees that he is still short-tempered, 

and his friends see that he is still dishonest. He thinks that he is alright, but those around him can 

see that there has been no adjustment. 

I am sure that one frustration shared by all pastors is that of counselling. You counsel someone and 

they agree that you have instructed them from God’s Word. They see the need to change. Yet all too 

often no real change is forthcoming. What is the problem? It is a lack of self-control. They have 

failed to claim responsibility for their own sin. They seem to think that they will be changed by 

osmosis, but in reality effort must be applied before change will occur. 

Thus we see that the person who listens to the Word of God but does not respond in obedience is 

performing as futile an exercise as one who studies himself carefully in the mirror, sees what has to 

be done, then refuses to do it, choosing instead to walk away thinking that all is well. He is deceived 

about his appearance, but no one else is! 

Importantly, we should notice that the doing of the Word required here is not to be carried out due 

to a sense of rote obligation. Earlier, James indicated that our endurance in temptation must be 

motivated by love for God (v. 12), and the same motivation is in view here. We obey God because 

we love Him. “If ye love me,” said Jesus, “keep my commandments” (John 14:15). When we love 

God, we listen to His Word and learn it, but far more importantly, we do it. As MacArthur stated it, 

“obedience to the Word is the most basic spiritual requirement and is the common denominator for 

all true believers.” 

A wonderful illustration of this truth is offered in the book of Nehemiah. In 8:1-3 Ezra the priest 

opens God’s Word and begins reading it aloud to all present in Jerusalem. He has several translators 

at hand (8:5-6) and the entire day is spent in the public square reading and explaining God’s law 

(8:8). The people heard God’s Word that day, but that was not the end of it. In the very next chapter 

we read: 

Now in the twenty and fourth day of this month the children of Israel were assembled with fasting, 

and with sackclothes, and earth upon them. And the seed of Israel separated themselves from all 

strangers, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers. And they stood up in 

their place, and read in the book of the law of the LORD their God one fourth part of the day; and 

another fourth part they confessed, and worshipped the LORD their God. 

(Nehemiah 9:1-3) 

Their hearing moved them to obedience. In chapter 9 the people committed to rectifying some areas 

of sin of which they had been convicted. But the proof that they were genuine is found in chapter 

10: 
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And the rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the porters, the singers, the Nethinims, and all 

they that had separated themselves from the people of the lands unto the law of God, their wives, 

their sons, and their daughters, every one having knowledge, and having understanding; They clave 

to their brethren, their nobles, and entered into a curse, and into an oath, to walk in God's law, which 

was given by Moses the servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the LORD 

our Lord, and his judgments and his statutes; And that we would not give our daughters unto the 

people of the land, nor take their daughters for our sons: And if the people of the land bring ware or 

any victuals on the sabbath day to sell, that we would not buy it of them on the sabbath, or on the 

holy day: and that we would leave the seventh year, and the exaction of every debt. Also we made 

ordinances for us, to charge ourselves yearly with the third part of a shekel for the service of the 

house of our God; For the showbread, and for the continual meat offering, and for the continual 

burnt offering, of the sabbaths, of the new moons, for the set feasts, and for the holy things, and for 

the sin offerings to make an atonement for Israel, and for all the work of the house of our God. 

(Nehemiah 10:28-33) 

From that point on, great blessings were poured upon God’s people. This is the way it must happen. 

Yes, we must first hear God’s Word, but once we have done that we must take ourselves in hand 

and commit to a life of obedience. In order to avoid self-deception you must make the necessary 

commitment to obey God’s Word. Friends and fellow church members may come alongside to 

encourage you, but ultimately the matter of obedience is between you and God. 

Psalm 42 offers some further insight into this matter. 

As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God. My soul thirsteth 

for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God? My tears have been my meat 

day and night, while they continually say unto me, Where is thy God? When I remember these 

things, I pour out my soul in me: for I had gone with the multitude, I went with them to the house of 

God, with the voice of joy and praise, with a multitude that kept holyday. Why art thou cast down, O 

my soul? and why art thou disquieted in me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise him for the help 

of his countenance. O my God, my soul is cast down within me: therefore will I remember thee from 

the land of Jordan, and of the Hermonites, from the hill Mizar. Deep calleth unto deep at the noise of 

thy waterspouts: all thy waves and thy billows are gone over me. Yet the LORD will command his 

lovingkindness in the daytime, and in the night his song shall be with me, and my prayer unto the 

God of my life. I will say unto God my rock, Why hast thou forgotten me? why go I mourning 

because of the oppression of the enemy? As with a sword in my bones, mine enemies reproach me; 

while they say daily unto me, Where is thy God? Why art thou cast down, O my soul? and why art 

thou disquieted within me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise him, who is the health of my 

countenance, and my God. 

(Psalm 42:1-11) 

Whatever the precise circumstances were in his life it is quite clear that the psalmist is here 

discouraged. Things seem rather hopeless, but he does not allow himself to remain bogged down in 

his self-pity. Instead, he talks himself back into a right position: “Why art thou cast down, O my 

soul? and why art thou disquieted in me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise him for the help of 

his countenance” (v. 5). In similar fashion, he describes God as “the health of my countenance, and 

my God” (v. 11). 
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I am sure you can relate to the feeling of the psalmist. We all experience times in which our inner 

voice sounds very much like the complaints of this psalm. We feel dejected and abandoned by God. 

We feel hopeless. But it is at such times that we must talk to ourselves and, with God-centred self-

control, make the deliberate choice to hope in God. We must commit to doing what is right no 

matter how hard it may seem. 

This is something of a hot topic, but I am not an advocate of dealing with emotional difficulties by 

using the pharmaceutical model. There may be a place for a depressed person to take certain 

prescribed medication for a short while, but there must surely come a point where such a person 

makes the decision to take himself in hand and do what is right. Someone who has had some 

personal experience with the medical model recently told me his conclusion on the matter: “All you 

do when you prolong the medical model is delay your own sanctification.” He believes that the 

medical model encourages people not to take responsibility for their own sin, and I must concur. 

The Word of God is powerful. If it is sufficient to save your soul then it is most certainly sufficient 

to help you with your emotional difficulties—even without medication! I do not want to belittle the 

emotional heartache of others, but I am convinced from Scripture that what many people need to do 

is to make the deliberate decision to examine themselves in the mirror and exercise the self-control 

to make the necessary adjustments. 

The Delight to Attain 

Having spoken of the disposition we must assume and the danger we must avoid, James concludes 

by encouraging us regarding the delight that we can attain. “But whoso looketh into the perfect law 

of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man 

shall be blessed in his deed” (v. 25). 

James has spoken of the man who looks into the mirror and then neglects to make the changes 

necessary, but now he draws a contrast. The word translated “looketh” is the same word used in 

Luke 24:12 and John 20:9, 11 to describe the women and the disciples stooping into the tomb to 

look for the body of Jesus. Once again, it describes a purposeful looking, a close examination. In 

this instance, the looker gazes upon “the perfect law of liberty.” He bends over God’s Word and 

examines it to see where he must change. But rather than forgetting like his friend in vv. 24-25, this 

man is “a doer of the work.” He exercises the necessary self-control to do what needs to be done to 

correct the wrongs he sees. And as he responds to the revealing image of God’s Word, he is 

“blessed in his deed.” 

As I understand these verses, those who hear the Word of God have one of two choices. They can 

be beguiled (self-deceived) or they can be blessed. The word “blessed” has the idea of “happiness” 

and “fulfilment.” Sadly, much of the church today has lost confidence in God’s Word, and thus 

believers are looking for happiness and fulfilment elsewhere. Perhaps that is the reason that the 

medical model is so popular when it comes to dealing with depression and other emotional 

struggles. But James tells us that as we examine God’s Word and obey it, we will find fulfilment in 

that obedience. David said, “In thy presence is fullness of joy” (Psalm 16:11) and that is essentially 

what James is saying right here. And it is a truth that is expressed consistently in Scripture. 

Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, 

nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful. But his delight is in the law of the LORD; and in his law doth 



9 

he meditate day and night. And he shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth 

forth his fruit in his season; his leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper. 

(Psalm 1:1-3) 

In his classic work Knowing God, J. I. Packer states the matter powerfully. 

What makes life worthwhile is having a big enough objective, something which catches our 

imagination and lays hold of our allegiance. And this the Christian has, in a way that no other man 

has. For what higher, more exalted, and more compelling goal can there be than to know God? 

John Calvin stated it succinctly: “Obedience is the mother of true knowledge of God.” And 

knowing God is indeed delightful. Do you want to live a life of blessed delight? Then you must 

know God. And the only way to know God is to gaze intently into the perfect law of liberty and 

then to exercise the self-control to be a doer of the Word. 

Conclusion 

Jesus said that the truth would set us free. Do you wish to live a life of glorious liberty? Then take 

seriously your responsibility to obey His Word! 

AMEN 
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