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Spiritual Muscle Memory 

James 1:17-27 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, we welcome you. Open our hearts to receive 

your word for us today. Amen. 

 

 Do you remember learning to drive a car? 

Chances are someone took you out to a large 

empty parking lot and had you circle around. You 

practiced applying the brakes and the accelerator, 

learning just the right pressure. Then your brave 

co-driver took you out on the back streets. 

 Unless you were my husband. His parents 

were part of a four-wheel drive club and did a lot 

of back country four-wheeling over rough roads. 

He was eight when his dad put him behind the 

wheel. He said he could barely see over the dash 

but had to learn how to steer back and forth to 

avoid large rocks in the road or deep ruts, 

searching for the smoothest route and avoiding 

becoming high centered.  

 The day finally came when each of us 

headed to the DMV to take the written test and the 

driving test. And when we passed, we were 

rewarded with our driver’s license and a new sense 

of freedom. 

 But, what if you could avoid all the practice 

by watching a tutorial on YouTube? An eight-

year-old in Ohio did just that. His parents had gone 

to bed and the eight-year-old and his four-year-old 

sister wanted to go to McDonald’s. It was a mile 

and a half away, too far to walk.  

 Being innovative, the boy went to the 

computer and looked up “How to drive a car” on 

YouTube. Then he and his sister got in the car and 

headed out for a cheeseburger. 

 The police reported that the boy followed all 

the traffic laws, did not hit anything, and drove 

“effortlessly” like he’d driven for years. All 

because he watched an instruction video. FYI, I 

don’t recommend this method for driving. 

 What project are you considering? Chances 

are someone somewhere has created a video to 

show you how to do it. From home and car repair 

to how to prepare a dinner, you can find video 

instructions. Most are produced by average people 

who have learned a skill and want to share it.  

 The question is, what is your willingness to 

experiment and put the information into practice? 

If you don’t try to fix that leaky faucet, then the 

video was simply entertainment. 

 Hmm…we watched a movie recently where 

both the pilot and copilot of a jet airliner became 

incapacitated. A passenger took the pilot’s seat and 

was talked through the landing by ground control. 
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I’m about to take a one-week trip to Alaska to see 

my daughter and grandchildren. Maybe I should 

study a YouTube video on flying a jet aircraft! 

What do you think? 

 People in the ancient world didn’t have 

YouTube. They needed someone to model for 

them, to teach them. The book of James was a 

letter written to Jewish Christians in the middle of 

outbreaks of violence and insurrection. The Roman 

world was struggling with economic problems, 

food shortages, and rapid turnover of Roman 

emperors. 

 The problem for the early church is not 

unlike our challenge. It can be summed up with, 

“How do we remain faithful Christians with the 

challenges of today?” James wrote to encourage 

the early believers with instructions to guide them 

and his written words are true for us today. 

Consider these take-aways for living as faithful 

Christians from today’s scripture: 

 First, faithfulness must be practiced. James 

made it clear that no amount of instruction matters 

if we don’t put it into practice. At the end of our 

scripture reading, our liturgists say the words, 

“May God add his blessing to the reading, 

understanding, and applying of his word.” Not 

only do we want to hear and understand what 

God’s word is saying, we want to apply it to our 

lives. 

 On the back of your get connect cards are 

questions to reflect on following each message. 

Again, the purpose is to help us engage God’s 

word and go deeper with it so we can apply it to 

our lives. The adult Sunday school class meets 

after worship to discuss the sermon. I’ve heard 

from several of you that you find discussing the 

sermon together and hearing input from each other, 

helps you to better remember and apply the 

message. Hear – remember - apply. 

 Last week we talked about the difference 

between simply dipping a tea bag one time into the 

water versus letting it steep. We need to be steeped 

in God’s word, soaking it in, so we can put it into 

practice. 

 James wrote, “Do not merely listen to the 

word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it 

says.” (James 1:22) Consider the word ‘deceive.’ 

Are we deceived when we believe that listening 

alone is enough? 

 The Japanese tell a legend of a man who 

died and went to heaven. He enjoyed all the beauty 

and lush gardens. Then he came upon a room lined 

with shelves. These shelves were stacked with 

piles of human ears! 

 The heavenly guide explained to him that 

the ears had belonged to people on earth who 

listened each week to the word of God, but never 

acted on God’s teachings. When these people died, 
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only their ears ended up in heaven. Clearly God 

expected more from the people than hearing only. 

 Second, faithfulness will often be 

challenged. God’s word gives us the chance to 

shine God’s light into a dark world. Many suffer 

brokenness and we are invited to share that in 

Christ we are new creations. The old is gone, the 

past is past. And in Christ we have God’s Spirit to 

guide and comfort us as we face the challenges of 

the world. People may say we are weak minded 

and turn to God as a crutch, but we live with the 

mindset that we can do all things in Christ through 

his power. Jesus brought a new way to live when 

he went to the cross and was resurrected. 

 Third, faithfulness is rooted in the 

trustworthiness of God. Many people in the 

Greco-Roman world consulted the alignment of 

the stars to determine their actions. James wrote 

that the better option is to receive the perfect gift 

of God, the one who created the stars. He is the 

only one who can be depended on to never change. 

“Every good and perfect gift is from above, 

coming down from the Father of the heavenly 

lights, who does not change like shifting 

shadows.” (James 1:17) 

 The political and economic climate is 

always in flux. God and the word of God are the 

only reliable sources of information for the church. 

James wrote, “He [referring to God] chose to give 

us birth through the word of truth, that we 

might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” 

(James 1:18) 

 Jesus is the living word of God. When we 

choose to follow him, we become a new creation, a 

new birth, in Christ. Firstfruits refers to the first of 

a harvest. The early church were the first 

Christians, the first of the abundant harvest 

continuing today and into the future. We, as Jesus’ 

new creations, are to join in with this great harvest 

by sharing God’s love with the world. 

 Chuck Swindoll served in the Marine Corps 

in the 1950’s and visited Japan. Before the ship 

was allowed to disembark in Japan, the company 

commander lined the men up for an important 

reminder. They were entering a different culture 

and some of the men’s customs and habits might 

not be welcome there. The commander warned that 

their behavior would be scrutinized by the 

Japanese citizens and they must maintain good 

behavior.  

 The commander added, “They know nothing 

of your homeland except what they see in you.” 

 Swindoll makes the point that as Christians 

it is our responsibility to represent our true 

homeland, the kingdom of God, here on earth. —

Charles R. Swindoll. Hope Again (Dallas: Word 

Publishing, 1996), 165.  
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 What do our actions and behavior tell people 

about the kingdom of God? 

 Fourth, faithfulness is grounded in the 

word. It is tempting to respond with anger or 

revenge to the challenges we face and certainly 

many high-profile people model this. James wrote 

that doing so is the kind of reactivity that comes 

from not being steeped in God’s word. Instead we 

are to, “humbly accept the word planted in you, 

which can save you.” (James 1:21b) 

 The question is, are we grounded enough in 

God’s word for our actions to be guided by God? 

Can we say that God’s word is implanted in us? 

This takes both time spent in God’s word and 

reflecting on his word. Following sermons, study 

groups, or time reading the Bible, we need to 

reflect so that we become grounded with God’s 

word truly planted in us. 

 Fifth, faithfulness puts the word into visible 

action. This takes practice. We can’t just listen and 

walk away. If you have a leaky faucet, you can 

watch a YouTube video on how to repair it. 

However, until you pull out the tools, get the parts 

you need, and put into practice what you learned, 

you’ll still be listening to that annoying drip. 

 James indicated that same thing happens 

when we only hear God’s word and don’t apply it. 

The annoying challenges remain. When we take 

God’s word and put it into practice, we build a 

kind of spiritual muscle memory. Just as an athlete 

practices certain moves and actions over and over 

to develop muscle memory that kicks in for more 

consistent quality performance, we practice 

applying God’s word and develop spiritual muscle 

memory. When we practice God’s faithful word, 

we know freedom from sin and experience God’s 

blessings in our efforts to overcome the challenges.  

James wrote, “But whoever looks intently 

into the perfect law that gives freedom, and 

continues in it—not forgetting what they have 

heard, but doing it—they will be blessed in 

what they do.” (James 1:25) 

Finally, faithfulness is easier when we’re in 

fellowship with a community. Religion isn’t 

simply about verbally declaring one’s faith, nor is 

it about attacking those who believe differently. 

James defined it this way, “Religion that God our 

Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to 

look after orphans and widows in their distress 

and to keep oneself from being polluted by the 

world.” (James 1:27) It is not enough to 

conceptualize our faith, we need to put it into 

action. True religion cares about the most 

vulnerable people. 

YouTube might teach you how to follow 

Jesus and some principles of discipleship, but you 

really need a model. Jesus is our model for both 

belief and practice. It is also helpful to have a 
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person in your life who models Christian action 

that you can imitate.  

This is one of the reasons why we worship 

in a community of faith. We have faithful disciples 

in our community who are examples of putting 

God’s word into practice. These are people who 

reflect God’s goodness to others and seem to bring 

his presence into every circumstance. These are 

people we are drawn to and want to imitate. 

May we have a heart’s desire to take the 

instruction we’ve been given in God’s faithful 

word and put it into practice as we become more 

the people God created us to be! And may our 

faithfulness reveal our homeland, heaven, to those 

around us. 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, help us to live your word. We are grateful 

for you in our lives and we want to respond to your 

love with service for the glory of your Kingdom. 

Thank you for the privilege. Amen. 

 

 


