
1 

GOD’S WORD ON CHANGE 
(James 1:22-25) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 11 

May 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 
A friend from another church recently came to speak to me about some struggles that he was 

experiencing in his church. As we sat down to begin our discussion, he said to me, “Now, Doug, I 

want you to be completely honest with me. If I am sinning, please tell me.” He asked to know what 

he needed to put on and what he needed to put off. What a liberating conversation followed! How 

refreshing it was to hear someone ask to be told whether they were sinning. Here was a man who 

was not merely a hearer of the Word, but a doer also. I was able to counsel him in the areas 

discussed, and if he does indeed put on and put off as necessary, I would expect biblical change to 

occur. 

We should realise that the Christian life is all about change. Whilst there seems to be built into us a 

natural tendency to resist change, the disciple of Christ must realise that he has been saved in 

order to change. Jesus and the New Testament writers expressed the need for change in a variety 

of ways. 

• Matthew 11:28-30—“Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 

Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

• Matthew 1:20-21—“But while he thought on these things, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared 

unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for 

that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call 

his name JESUS: for he shall save his people from their sins.” 

• Mark 1:14-15—“Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel 

of the kingdom of God, and saying, The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent 

ye, and believe the gospel.” 

• John 8:31-32—“Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on him, 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.” 
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• Romans 12:1-2—“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your 

bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not 

conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove 

what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.” 

• 2 Corinthians 3:18—“But we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are 

changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord.” 

• Ephesians 4:20-24—“But ye have not so learned Christ; if so be that ye have heard him, and have 

been taught by him, as the truth is in Jesus: that ye put off concerning the former conversation the 

old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and be renewed in the spirit of your mind; 

and that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness.” 

• Titus 2:11-14—“For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men, teaching us 

that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this 

present world; looking for that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our 

Saviour Jesus Christ; who gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify 

unto himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works.” 

In short, we might say that we have been regenerated in order to be converted. Salvation is not 

simply about deliverance from the penalty of sin, but also from the power of sin (and one day from 

the very presence and pleasures of sin). It is about turning around. Like the Thessalonians, we are to 

turn from our idols to serve the living and true God (1 Thessalonians 1:9). 

In fact, Scripture tells us that if we are not being converted then we have not been regenerated. 

Jesus spoke of Peter, already a believer, being “converted” (Luke 22:32) and thus it is safe to 

assume that even believers need to be converted or changed. All God’s children are being 

constantly worked on in order to be conformed to the image of Christ. 

Psalm 15 states poetically the pursuit of every true believer. 

LORD, who shall abide in thy tabernacle? who shall dwell in thy holy hill? He that walketh uprightly, 

and worketh righteousness, and speaketh the truth in his heart. He that backbiteth not with his 

tongue, nor doeth evil to his neighbour, nor taketh up a reproach against his neighbour. In whose 

eyes a vile person is contemned; but he honoureth them that fear the LORD. He that sweareth to his 

own hurt, and changeth not. He that putteth not out his money to usury, nor taketh reward against 

the innocent. He that doeth these things shall never be moved. 

(Psalm 15:1-5) 

These words are echoed in another psalm of David, Psalm 24. 

The earth is the LORD’S, and the fullness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein. For he hath 

founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the floods. Who shall ascend into the hill of the 

LORD? or who shall stand in his holy place? He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart; who hath not 

lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully. He shall receive the blessing from the LORD, and 

righteousness from the God of his salvation. This is the generation of them that seek him, that seek 

thy face, O Jacob. Selah. Lift up your heads, O ye gates; and be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors; and 

the King of glory shall come in. Who is this King of glory? The LORD strong and mighty, the LORD 

mighty in battle. Lift up your heads, O ye gates; even lift them up, ye everlasting doors; and the King 

of glory shall come in. Who is this King of glory? The LORD of hosts, he is the King of glory. Selah. 
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(Psalm 24:1-10) 

One day, every believer will be made like Christ, and it is this change that we pursue throughout 

our lives. It is this change with which James is concerned in the epistle bearing his name. It is 

perhaps significant that James is considered to be the first of the New Testament epistles written. If 

that is true, it is no coincidence that the first letter off the inspired press urges believers to live up 

to their profession. James writes of the need to have faith and works, for faith without works is 

dead. That is, a profession of faith unaccompanied by good works amounts to no genuine 

possession of Christ. 

And so, from the outset of the study, we need to recognise and admit two realities related to this 

issue of change. First, let us admit that many who profess Christ do not in fact possess Him. Some 

are simply self-deceived. They betray themselves by false reasoning. The goal of James is not for 

these false professors to staple fruit onto dead branches. No, James’ goal (and mine in expounding 

James) is that these false professors would recognise the root problem and correct it. You may be 

able to fool people for a while with artificial fruit, but eventually the true nature of the perceived 

fruit will become evident. If there is a problem with the root there will be no lasting fruit. 

The overriding motivation for this fruit-bearing is love. “The crown of life” is given not to those who 

have made a profession of faith, but “to them that love [Christ]” (1:12). And thus those who have no 

love for Christ will not bring forth the lasting fruit that is the true evidence of belief. 

But second, let us realise that, even for the believer, change is oftentimes difficult. At times, change 

can be discouraging. It can cause doubt, and requires honest evaluation and hearty effort. 

Nevertheless, despite the difficulties, James assures us that change is possible for the believer. The 

Holy Spirit indeed provides the power to change. He is the invisible source of the change. But 

James reveals in vv. 22-25 that the Spirit uses a visible source to affect the change; namely, the 

Word of God. 

The Word of God is the vehicle for change in our lives. Of course, that is no major revelation to the 

Christian, but perhaps many reading this need to have a renewed appreciation for the power of 

God’s Word. We have already studied vv. 19-21 in previous expositions, but in order for us to gain 

a proper understanding of vv. 22-25 it is important that we review what we have already learned. 

And so, as we begin our study together, let us examine three characteristics of those who are 

committed to change. 

They Are Ready to Listen 
The first characteristic of those who are committed to change is (as we have previously seen) that 

they are ready to listen. “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” (vv. 19-20). 

Rather than listening to self (vv. 14-15) they are committed to hearing “the word of truth” (v. 18). 

James speaks here about believers assuming the position of a learner. And yet, as important as it is 

to assume the position of a learner, that is not enough. My two eldest daughters are currently 

studying at Wits University, and from their testimony it seems that there are many at Wits who 
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have assumed the position of a learner who are not in fact learning anything! Those who are in the 

position to learn must actually be receptive to learn, and it is this issue that James addresses next. 

They Are Receptive to Learn 
Not only must those who are committed to change assume the position of a learner, but they must 

also assume the disposition of a learner. In other words, they must submissively sit and search, and 

submissively allow themselves to be searched. James writes, “Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and 

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

your souls. But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only” (vv. 21-22). 

A church member recently commented to me that we need to have more “transparency” with one 

another in the church. In other words, as church members we need to drop the mask that we so 

often don and realise that we all struggle with sin issues. People often have the idea that pastors 

don’t understand the concept of disobedient children, or of an argumentative spirit, or of division 

in the household. In fact, we do understand those things. We all struggle with such issues, and we 

must come to the Word with a disposition to learn, being honest with our situation and willing to 

be taught and corrected. 

Change requires exposure to the Word of God. We must sit daily under the private instruction of 

God’s Word, and gather on the Lord’s Day for the corporate instruction of the Word. We will not be 

helped if we are not exposed to the Word. We must hear and apply God’s Word if we will be 

changed. Paul David Tripp recalls how he came home one day to get his family together to go to a 

church at which he would be preaching. He found that one of his sons had tried to dye his hair. 

Something had gone wrong, and the hair had come out green. In desperation, they decided to 

shave his head, only to discover that the dye had coloured his scalp too! 

If we want to dye our hair (hopefully not green!) it will not help us to sit and stare at the box. Our 

hair will not magically change to the desired colour in that way. If we want a change in hair colour 

we must properly apply the colouring, as per the instructions. Similarly, whilst exposure to God’s 

Word is important it is not enough if we will change. We must apply that to which we are exposed 

if any lasting change is to result. 

They Are Responsive to the Law 
The third characteristic of those who are committed to change is a responsiveness to God’s law. 

And it is to this characteristic that we now turn in vv. 22-25. 

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) 
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To gain a proper appreciation of these verses it is perhaps important that we understand the last 

phrase first. James tells us that the man who obeys what he says “shall be blessed in his deed.” 

What “deed” is he referring to here? Throughout the context of chapter 1 James has dealt with the 

theme of persevering in the faith. He speaks of those who persevere receiving “the crown of life” (v. 

12), which is a figurative description of final salvation (glorification). The “deed” to which he refers 

is that of persevering in the faith. And so, contextually, James is saying that those who obey will be 

blessed by receiving the crown of life. Or, to state it another way, obedience is the mark of those 

who are Christ’s. 

To drive home his point, James draws a contrast between two individuals. The first looks at himself 

in a mirror and notices a particular problem that must be corrected. However, though he notes the 

problem, he immediately turns away and neglects to correct it. The word “forgetteth” implies 

forgetfulness through neglect, not as a result of dementia. This man (perhaps) admits that there is a 

problem, but he refuses to take the necessary steps to correct the problem. (Sometimes, in fact, it 

may even be an issue of failing to admit the problem.) 

The second individual, on the other hand, observes and admits that there is a problem, but then he 

stays at the mirror until he has successfully corrected the observed problem. He is not negligent, 

but obedient. 

If we will make progress in our Christian walk we cannot be like the first person. The first person 

might find himself often in church sitting under the preaching of God’s Word. He may hear it, and 

perhaps even feel pricked in his conscience, but he is not willing to change. He may rationalise the 

conviction as “the preacher’s opinion.” He may shift the blame to others: “She made me lose my 

temper!” At times, he may even admit that a problem exists in his life. But he is unwilling to change. 

He deliberately refuses to act on God’s Word. 

Importantly, if this man is characteristically unwilling to change, he will not be blessed in his deed. 

That is, he will not receive the crown of life; he is not a believer. True believers are characterised by 

repentance, and thus a consistent refusal to repent is tantamount to an open confession of 

unbelief. 

Sadly, some treat their sin issues as no more than a mere blemish on the face. “Ag, it’s small,” they 

may insist. “It will go away eventually. No one will notice. And even if they do, well, it’s no big deal.” 

But those who are committed to change (i.e. believers) continue to assess themselves and apply 

the effort to change until the necessary change actually comes about. 

James speaks in v. 23 of “a man beholding his natural face in a glass.” The phrase “his natural face” 

literally means “the face he was born with.” This sounds somewhat strange, for what other face 

does a man have than that with which he was born? Some commentators think that James is 

emphasising the fact that some people look at their spiritual condition with about the same 

superficiality as they look at their physical face. In other words, they are more concerned with what 

they were born with than with what they were born again to be. They have greater concern about 

their physical appearance than their spiritual appearance. 
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Of course, when we consider our physical appearance we do so for only a relatively brief time at 

the beginning of the day. We make sure we look acceptable and then continue with the rest of life. 

We often pay no more attention throughout the day to our physical appearance, for we have done 

our duty in that regard before leaving the house. For many, that is the same way they approach 

their spiritual condition. They may gather with the church and sit under the preaching of God’s 

Word, but then they feel that their duty is done and they pay no more attention to their spiritual 

condition until next Sunday. They fail to recognise that God sees their spiritual face 24 hours a day. 

But those who recognise God’s ever-present nature are concerned to gaze continually into the 

mirror of His Word. They are more concerned about spiritual appearance than physical appearance. 

And it is such people who will see lasting change in their lives. 

In short, we often fail to treat our spiritual condition seriously. That is, we don’t treat sin as a 

serious issue when, in fact, it is a terribly serious issue. It grieves God, it deforms us, and it decays 

relationships. Indeed, we must take seriously our spiritual condition. We cannot be superficial about 

sin in our lives—at least not if we hope to obtain the crown of life. 

Both the word “beholdeth” (used of the superficial observer) and the word “looketh” (used of the 

one committed to change) are strong words. There really is no difference in terms of sitting under 

the instruction of the Word. Both men listen to the Word; both gaze into the law of liberty. But the 

difference lies in the response to God’s Word. One refuses to obey; the other commits and applies 

the effort to obey. And so we are called not merely to hear the Word of God (as important as that 

is) but also to respond to it. 

Importantly, James describes the mirror of God’s Word as “the perfect law of liberty.” Of course, we 

ought always to view God’s Word as a mirror which reveals to us the true nature of our spiritual 

condition, but the apostle here uses three further words to describe this mirror. 

First, the Word is defined as being “perfect.” This perhaps immediately brings to mind David’s 

words in Psalm 19. 

The law of the LORD is perfect, converting the soul: the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise 

the simple. The statutes of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart: the commandment of the LORD is 

pure, enlightening the eyes. The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring for ever: the judgements of the 

LORD are true and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine 

gold: sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb. 

(Psalm 19:7-10) 

The word “perfect” (both in Psalm 19 and James 1) has the idea of “comprehensive fullness.” It is 

like looking at a perfectly finished and polished diamond from all angles and concluding that there 

is indeed no visible flaw whatsoever. In everything it teaches and says, God’s Word is absolutely 

without flaw. It is the perfect revelation of who God is. That, by the way, is precisely why we must 

have a proper appreciation for God’s Word: because it reveals to us perfectly who God is (and who 

we are in contrast). 
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Thus, when we struggle with the issues of life, we do not need to go to “professionals,” but to the 

perfect revelation of God’s Word. Those who are equipped to handle God’s Word are the ones who 

will be most equipped to help us in our trials. For it is the Word of God that perfectly reveals our 

problem and the solution to our problem. God’s Word is indeed perfect. It is able to change our 

lives. 

Second, the Bible is described as a “law.” It legislates and limits us. Whilst many object to the Bible 

being a law, we ought to be thankful for it. When God gave His law to the Israelites from Mount 

Sinai, the law was based upon redemption. “I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2). He delivered them because He 

loved them, and because He loved and had delivered them He expected obedience. 

This ought to encourage us that God’s Word is a law to those whom He loves and whom He has 

delivered. We can (and should) gladly submit to the law because we know that God loves us. No 

parent loves their child who does not give him or her limits. Of course, our children do not always 

interpret our limits as motivated by love, and it is no surprise that we often misinterpret the motive 

behind God’s limiting law. Nevertheless, we can be assured that He lays down the law because of 

His wise love. 

Third, God’s Word is defined by the word “liberty.” It may sound strange to have the words “law” 

and “liberty” used in the same breath, but indeed God’s law is greatly liberating to those who 

respond appropriately to it. Jesus described God’s Word as “truth” (John 17:17) and stated that “the 

truth [i.e. God’s Word] shall make you free” (John 8:32). 

And so God’s Word luminates, legislates and liberates us. And because of what God’s Word offers 

us as the medium of change there are at least two necessary responses. 

First, we must submit to God’s Word. James commends the man who “looketh into the perfect law 

of liberty.” The word “looketh” used to describe this man is used three other times in the New 

Testament: Luke 24:12; John 29:9, 11. In each instance, it is used of one who stooped down to look 

into the tomb of Christ after the resurrection. It means “to bend and look,” and implies an intent 

gazing, a close inspection. The picture then is one of submission. 

If we are serious about change, about correcting the areas identified in our lives as problematic, we 

must be serious about submitting to God’s Word. We must commit to getting into it and under it 

and allowing it to correct us. With Samuel, we need to cry, “Speak, LORD; for thy servant heareth” 

(1 Samuel 3:9). Not, “Speak, so I can decide whether or not I agree.” Not, “Speak, so I can debate 

whether or not to submit.” No, we must actively decide to submit to God’s Word. 

Second, we must stick to God’s Word. Again, James commends the one who “continueth therein” 

and who is “a doer of the work.” Even when it hurts, those who are committed to change stick to it. 

Let’s face it: God’s Word can hurt. It is a sword, which often acts to divide bone from marrow. It 

separates between soul and spirit. But the believer is willing to endure the pain for a time, for he 

knows that if he does he “shall be blessed in his deed.” Ultimately, if we submit and stick to God’s 

Word, even when it hurts, we will be saved by it, for it is only the “engrafted word, which is able to 
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save your souls.” God’s Word can change us and restore us. It can completely transform us. And to 

the degree that we submit and stick to the Word, to that degree we will be saved by it. 

Conclusion 
Let us then commit to committing to and sticking to God’s Word, no matter what comes, that we 

might indeed be saved by it. 

AMEN 
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