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Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 
Anyone who listens to the Word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 
and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 
But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.



If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worth​less. 
Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep one​self from being polluted by the world.


The prophet Daniel includes a curious statement, “In every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king questioned them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom.” Dn1v20.  The king is Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian king.  He is evaluating Daniel and his three young friends, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed​nego.  They were among the first group which Nebuchadnezzar had deported from Jerusalem to Babylon.  Nebuchadnezzar commanded one of his officials to look for “young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing apti​tude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qua​lified to serve in the king’s palace.… They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king’s service.” Dn1v4,5.

Nebuchadnezzar ordered what he thought was the best for these young men in their training.  He gave them a diet which we would perhaps regard as high in fast food items; it was also a diet that included unclean food, against what God had specified for them through Moses long before.  Daniel put in a request for a different diet, not one heavy in “food and wine from the king’s table,” Dn1v5, but, “Give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink.” Dn1v12.  Perhaps Daniel was describing a vegetarian diet; I think he was trying to avoid unclean meat.  Daniel’s request was granted, and he and his three young friends so thrived on this much more healthy diet that the king put all the young men who were in training on the same diet.


When their three years of training were finished and they were to be put into the king’s service, the king “found them ten times better” than the others.  What does that mean?  He cannot be using some kind of IQ scale, since that is designed to have 95% of the people within 30 points of normal, which is defined as 100.  To look for four IQs of 1000 is unrealistic.  Probably Daniel meant the num​ber “ten times better” to be hyperbole, exaggeration, meaning a lot better, very much better.  But then I wondered if perhaps there was another way to evaluate that “ten times better.”


It sometimes happens in life that two people work at the same task.  They appeared to be equally qualified and to work with equal dedication.  How​ever, one succeeds and the other fails.  What was the difference between them?  For example, two ambulance drivers pick up people experiencing heart attack symptoms; one driver reaches the hospital in time, and the patient recovers; the other driver reaches the hospital minutes late, and the patient is dead on arrival.  Although they drivers may both have done their jobs well and to the best of their ability, it does not appear that way; rather, if you had a choice, you would cer​tainly want the first driver to be taking you to the hospital, not the second.


James provides a simple factor to explain the difference; he says, “he will be blessed in what he does.”  There must be room for the Lord’s blessing on what we do.  When Daniel and his three young friends worked at the tasks the king gave them to do, the Lord blessed what they did and it succeeded in spades.  Years earlier, Potiphar entrusted all of his business interests to Joseph, because “the Lord was with him and the Lord gave him success in everything he did.” Gn38v3.  There is a huge difference between an idea about efficiency in govern​ment which ends up saving the taxpayers billions and an idea about efficiency in government which ends up costing the taxpayers billions.  It seems that we have plenty of experience with the second and none with the first.


I am suggesting that the most important factor in why Nebuchadnezzar found Daniel and his three friends “ten times better” than the others was the Lord’s blessing on what they did.  That makes these words of James rather important for us, since not one of us wants to be anything other than successful in what we do.  What hint does James record about getting the Lord’s blessing on what we do?  Listen again to what he writes:

Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the Word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.
(Ç_Notice the connection James makes between the Word of God and blessing on what we do!


This is not a new idea with James.  He was simply rephrasing what had been written in the first of the psalms a long time earlier.  The psalmist writes, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on His law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.” Ps1v1-3.  What a clear connection he makes between delighting in God’s Word and pros​pering in everything we do!


But the psalmist goes on to draw the contrast, “Not so the wicked! They are like chaff that the wind blows away. Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.” Ps1v4-6.  The wicked are those who do not delight in God’s Word, but rather delight in their own words and ideas, which are the opposite of God’s words and ideas.  Not only don’t the wicked prosper, but the wicked even perish.


The thoughts that James takes from the psalms were not original with the psalms either, but were taken from what the Lord said to Joshua when he took over the leadership of the Israelites after Moses’ death.  God said to him, “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law My servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.” Josh1v7,8.  It has even been suggested that Joshua is the human author of the first psalm, which is not impossible.


If we would like to be successful in what we do, we need to spend time with the Word of God.  Even though it is May, you could consider making a resolution about spending more time with God’s Word this year.  Since the summer is coming up, you could consider some sort of plan for the summer.  Reading God’s Word is important.


But the Lord definitely has a different way of measuring success than we do.  Jesus told a story once about a man who had been very successful.  His fields had produced so abundantly that he had no place to store his crops; he resolved to build bigger barns.  But God very pointedly said to him, “You fool! This very night your soul will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?” Lk12v20.  God clearly has an eternal mea​sure for success, not just a profit and loss measure of success.


God’s Word brings us such great blessings not because it teaches us com​mon sense or hard work, but because it teaches us Jesus.  The heart and core of the entire Bible from the beginning to the end is Jesus.  He is the Savior promised to Adam and Eve.  Their attempt to figure out the world God had created was much less than successful, since they listened to the first snake who came along, rather than to the Creator.  Jesus is the Savior anticipated throughout the Old Testament, the Savior rejoiced in throughout the New Testament.  God’s Word centers on Jesus.


If we want to be successful, then we can devote time to God’s Word which is all about Jesus.  We may have success the way the world defines success.  But we will have success the way that God defines success.  Through faith in Jesus, we have our entrance into the perfect world He has prepared for us.  His shed blood washes away all our sins and dresses us in the white robes of Christ’s perfection.  Then, since we already have heaven, we are set free to practice Christ’s love in our lives.  James also writes,


“If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worth​less. Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep one​self from being polluted by the world.”  Since we have the ultimate success of eternal life with Jesus, we can feel free to devote ourselves to serving others with our lives, just as Jesus devoted Himself to serving us with His life and His death and His resurrection. Amen.
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