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Grace Presbyterian Church               October 17, 2021 

Psalm 91, Mark 10: 35-45, James 1: 19-27    

Pastor Jonathan 

 

“Listening, Anger and Religion” 

 

So you want to be a follower of Christ, do you? Here’s what James tells you: 

1) Talk less. Listen more. 2) Work on your anger and moral issues. 3) Read 

the Word, the Holy Scriptures, but even more importantly, apply them to 

your lives, and put into practice what God is telling you. 4) Focus on helping 

the helpless, in the church and in the community. Amen? Well I’m glad we 

could have this time together, let’s close in prayer…No. Just kidding. 

There’s a lot here and that summary doesn’t do it all justice. 

 

How do you know you have a problem in how you talk? The person you are 

talking to you will tell you. “I don’t understand. Would you please repeat 

what you said, I didn’t understand.” The only way conversation works is if 

people want to understand each other and have the patience to do so. Now 

the ability to talk doesn’t mean it is recommended by God. Lots of people 

talk too much who need to start listening. Why? If you are more interested in 

what you are saying than what the other person is saying, then the other 

person will know that and may not care to hear what you say. Others know 

when you tune out, or don’t really want to talk, don’t they? How do they 

know? Looking away. Looking at body language, such as folded arms. 

Talking over the other person. James has a lot to say to us about being a 

better listener than a good talker. If you read the rest of the book, you’ll find 

lots more in chapter 3 on this. James goes so far as to say, if you don’t get 

your language, your conversation in line with what God wants, your faith, 

your spiritual path is worthless. (v. 26) Now that’s a strong statement, isn’t 

it? Doesn’t everybody struggle with what they say and how they say it? Yes. 

James, I believe, is telling us we will be terrible witnesses to Jesus if our 

language and conversation speaks against Him. We need to deal with our 

own issues, if we consider ourselves serious followers of Jesus. 

 

What are some of those issues? 

1) Listening. Most of us don’t listen very well. We should be taught the 

skill in school, but for some reason, it is not a part of the curriculum. 

Counselors are trained to listen. It is an essential skill without which 

they cannot do their work well. Counseling is so much more than 

fitting individuals into a therapeutic framework that then identifies 
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their real problems as opposed to what they are saying, that is, their 

presenting problems. The real goal of counselling is to give clients the 

tools to resolve their issues themselves before God, as we all listen 

and draw out what those are. Listening is greatly underrated in almost 

every work and home environment. It is hard to listen, and clarify if 

we have heard correctly what we have heard. We rush to the next 

thought, or the implication of what we think we have heard and add 

our own perspective on to it. Simply hearing another person is a major 

way to respect them and give them the grace and mercy to be who 

they are. We need many Christian believers to take this seriously, 

particularly in these days where the body of Christ is divided in so 

many ways. Egan’s book The Skilled Helper has been used for many 

years as a basic text for learning to listen and recommended to both 

volunteer and professional counsellors. 

2) Anger. Why do you get angry? Mostly because you sense some 

injustice or unfairness of some kind in the situation you are facing. Do 

you know that others often know you are angry before you know you 

are angry? How do they know? Tone. If I start talking like this, I 

doesn’t really matter what I am saying to you because all you will 

hear is the angry tone in my voice. Yes? Facial Expression. You know 

James is the one who talks about using a mirror. And we really don’t 

know what we look like unless we use a mirror. Of course, if your 

eyesight is poor that also contributes to how you see yourself and 

others. I got new glasses in the last ten days and fortunately they work 

really well and I can see close up things better and far away things 

better. Unfortunately, I can also see what my face looks like, every 

pore and every mark and wrinkle and lines. People see you, and 

sometimes we think we can hide ourselves from others more than we 

actually can. So yes, they see your angry face.  My angry face looks 

like this , but I’m sure I have many other angry faces. So it is fine 

and right that James says we need to be slow to become angry, (v.19) 

but how do you do that? Anybody ever have an anger problem? 

 

Now to talk about dealing with anger, I have to talk about the family I grew 

up in for a few minutes. My father was an angry man. I don’t say this to 

disrespect him, as he went into WWII at 17 years of age, having grown up 

quite poor in Ohio. He sailed with the Merchant Marine and survived to the 

end of the war. He came back and married my mom and had three sons, but 

also came back with alcoholism, chain smoking (two packs a week for 

decades), and some gambling problems. He did very well in his business and 
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provided well for the family in financial ways. But the war stayed inside him 

through his addictions and we experienced first hand his anger and lack of 

self-control in many ways. My dad passed away in 2001 and had been a 

proud member of Alcoholics Anonymous for at least fifteen years. He got 

the help he needed, when a judge sentenced him to AA as a part of his being 

arrested for drunk driving on the morning of my mother’s birthday. 

Sometimes we need the ministry of the police to help us when we cannot 

find our own limits. I am talking too much about my dad, but it was his 

anger that I remember and I have had problems with anger as well. So I went 

to Al-anon, the twelve step group for those who have been affected by 

alcoholism but don’t have the alcoholism itself. And I believe it was there 

that I learned some of the ways to deal with my anger issues. Surprisingly, it 

involves what James is teaching in 1:19-20. 

 

Twelve step groups, besides having some basic group rules, elected leaders, 

and showing up without judgment, focus on dedicating themselves to God 

and His ways. They operate on the principle of giving the floor to each 

member without interruption, to speak as needed, long or short. What I 

found in many years of meetings was that there is a healing that takes place 

in just being listened to, and not interrupted or contradicted after I say 

something. Because that was my experience growing up: I was the youngest 

and what I said was the least important, by definition, because I was that 

person without experience or understanding of life. Many of us have felt 

devalued in what we say, not just the youngest siblings. We get angry about 

this. It is a layer of all our experiences, alone, with others, with God. But 

like James teaches us in 1: 20 our anger does not bring about the righteous 

life God desires.  

 

We need to bring our anger before the Lord, and others to ask for help. All 

healing and transformation takes place as we acknowledge our need and ask 

for help. Maybe we could have an anger management small group here at 

Grace Church, I know I have benefitted from that in another Christian 

church context. If there is desire for this, we can run it. All of this is to say 

that anger is not a small problem and it took decades before I joined a 

twelve-step group to get help. And I realize I haven’t gone past the first or 

second verse of the passage at hand. James wants to get at critical issues for 

discipleship. Listening is one of them. Anger is another. Moral filth is a 

third. 
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3) Moral filth, pollution, defilement and evil. People can see you are 

angry. There was a point in my life where my daughter in university 

didn’t want to drive with me in the car because I was so angry in her 

eyes, that I was unsafe. Anger is easier to see than moral filth, (Gr. 

rhuparia=environmental pollution, moral degradation) spiritual 

pollution, defilement and evil. Much of your life is private. Only you 

and the Lord know what is there inside you. We all have areas of 

pollution and moral filth. In case, you forget the Sermon on the Mount 

(Matt. 5-7), remember Jesus teaches not just on not murdering, but on 

hateful and critical thoughts; not just on adultery and divorce, but on 

lustful thoughts and faithfulness in your head and heart; not just on 

retaliation, but on kindness beyond not retaliating and keeping your 

promises and loving those who don’t like you. So for many men, it is 

not going to sordid, sexual places in your head or on the internet and 

some women too struggle with this. For all of us, we may think of 

moral filth in terms of pornography or lusts, but also consider other 

challenges such as where we want control and where we want to 

gossip. Addictions of all kinds are the moral filth that James refers to. 

Do you consider yourself not addicted in any ways? How about foods 

and sweets and caffeine and you name what you can’t stop, because I 

can’t name it for you. Jesus and James want you to go deeper in your 

following the Lord than your current place of discipleship. Exploring 

these areas with the first purpose of acknowledging the need, and 

asking for help, with the end purpose of getting rid of it. A lot of these 

things have been a part of our lives for a long time. Don’t put off 

looking into this. Be serious about it while getting the help you need 

to “get rid of it” which may take longer than you think. (v. 21) 

 

On the evil side of things, let me just say as we again approach Halloween, 

that the Lord wants us to be excellent in what is good, but innocent of evil. 

(Romans 16:19) Don’t take time with the devil on TV, in movies, or in 

person. Don’t take time with demons, witches, occult knowledge and 

practices of many kinds: astrology, Ouija boards, tarot cards, séances, palm 

reading, psychic fairs and the like. The occult tries to lure us with knowledge 

of the future and various powers and control over our lives that we do not 

have. Please don’t treat these things lightly or use them for entertainment or 

introduce your children to them passively or actively. Since biblical times, 

many individuals have encountered many negative consequences as a result 

of pursuing these activities and thoughts. Instead, pursue the Lord, His 

Word, talking to Him in prayer and giving yourself to Him in every way you 
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know how. If you are not sure if your interest or hobby or alternate health 

practice is occult based or evil, please ask. It is better to avoid it than 

pursuing it against the Lord. 

 

Well, I’ve spent most of my time on the first three verses, (vv. 19-21), but 

the rest are super important as well. Don’t only listen to other people, but 

listen intently to the Word of God. Saturate yourself with the Word of God. 

Just put your nose in the Bible and read. Yes, you won’t understand 

everything, but you will give yourself a head start in understanding, and the 

beauty of God’s perspective over your own. There will be things you do 

understand. Once you understand it, don’t deny it, actively look for help 

with it. That’s the picture of the mirror, and seeing stuff on your face and 

body that you can easily fix, do so. Other things take more time. This is not 

about looking good, but about being/doing good. The Word of God in the 

Scriptures helps us look inside ourselves without the aid of x-rays, 

ultrasound, MRIs, CT scans and PET scans. The Bible helps us see inside 

ourselves into the spiritual parts, the emotional parts, the mental parts, the 

volitional parts, and social parts. As we accept Jesus’ truth about ourselves, 

we are set free. (John 8:32) That’s what James means by “the perfect law 

that gives freedom.” (v. 25) The problem is: sometimes we don’t even know 

if we are lying, in small ways and big ways. You can lie about how many 

minutes it will be before you get home. You can also lie about illicit 

relationships and activities that you want to hide. Where are you hiding in 

your life? That’s a good place to start your exploration. It is just like Adam 

and Eve hiding in the garden. Do you think God needed to call out to find 

out where they were? (Genesis 3:8-10) No. He knew. But He wanted them to 

talk to him about their hiding and admit their sin. He does the same thing 

with us. As you are convicted, don’t try to forget about the character defects, 

but rather commit your defect to the Lord for His changing you for good. 

 

Finally, there’s those words “religion” and “religious” in this passage of 

Scripture. (vv. 26-27) That word is defined by what you do over and over 

again. So we say that a certain man religiously put his socks on in that 

armchair over there. But we also know and more regularly understand it 

means what you say and do in your life about God. Some Christians have 

contrasted religion with relationship with Jesus and religion is a bad thing 

that sends you to hell because you can’t save yourself but religion says you 

can. I understand that statement theologically, but I’m here to tell you that 

James uses the word positively and not negatively. He uses the word as a 

way to talk about how you follow Jesus. So don’t react to that word 
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“religion.” Help others understand your relationship with Jesus and what it 

means to you. James warns us that we need more than just talk and play 

acting of Christianity. We need to make a difference. So James says we need 

to take care of the most vulnerable in our community. In his day, that was 

the orphans and the widows. In James’ day, there were no orphanages, no 

women’s shelters, no place or status at all for young children and older 

women without the men in their lives. Today we think of the homeless and 

the severely addicted, whether with opioids or other substances. And yes, we 

can help and it is good that we do reach out. What is your personal outreach 

to others in faithfulness to Jesus? James asks this. He also asks how you are 

trying to do spiritual environmental clean-up in your life. Remember to 

share what you have learned today from James and this talk based on James 

with someone you care about. The greatest gift you can give another is time 

and kind speech, as well as listening. Through that they may see Jesus. 

 

Let us pray. 


