The Sanctity of Life, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 10: Pure Religion: Caring for the Orphan and the Fatherless
James 1:27
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this lesson presents care for the orphan, the widow, and the fatherless as the very
definition of pure religion. James 1:27 ties true devotion to God to active care for the
defenseless, joined with personal holiness. Psalm 68:5-6 grounds this in God’s own character as
Father of the fatherless and protector of widows. The teacher should help the class see that God
measures the genuineness of our faith not only by our doctrine and worship but by our practical
love for the most vulnerable, and that this flows from the heart of God Himself.

What is at stake is the integrity of the believer’s faith and the church’s witness. This lesson
guards against a religion that is rich in words, knowledge, and appearances but poor in active
compassion. It brings the sanctity of life to its most practical expression: not only revering life in
principle but caring for vulnerable lives in fact. It also presents the church as a family that draws
in the lonely, reflecting the God who settles the solitary in a home, which connects naturally to
care for orphans, widows, struggling parents, and the isolated.

Formationally, the lesson aims to move students from intention to action and from sympathy to
presence. James uses a word that means to go to the afflicted, not merely to feel for them. The
class should leave with a faith that has feet: a readiness to move toward the vulnerable with
practical care, and a concrete step to take. Teach this with warmth, presenting active love as the
joyful overflow of having been drawn in by God ourselves.

Question 1
Student Question:

Read James 1:27. James defines “religion that is pure and undefiled before God” as visiting
“orphans and widows in their affliction” and keeping “oneself unstained from the world.” Why
does James choose care for the orphan and widow as the very picture of pure religion?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin with the surprising definition. James says, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God
the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction.” Of all the things he might have
named, he chooses care for the defenseless as the picture of pure religion. This choice is
intentional and revealing.

Explain why orphans and widows. In the ancient world they were among the most vulnerable,
having lost their provider and protector, and unable to repay kindness. They represent all who



are defenseless and have no one to advocate for them. By naming them, James points to the
kind of love that is utterly unselfish, given to those who can give nothing back.

Draw out what this says about God's values. God measures the genuineness of religion by how
we treat the helpless. This is not because doctrine and worship do not matter, but because true
faith inevitably expresses itself in love for the vulnerable. Where that love is absent, the religion
is shown to be hollow.

Set the tone for the lesson. Pure religion is not first about impressive spirituality but about going
to the afflicted in costly, unselfish love. Establish that this is God’s own definition, not a human
add-on, and that it brings the sanctity of life down to the level of the hands and feet.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Care for the defenseless as God’s picture of pure religion (James 1:27).

¢ Orphans and widows as representing all who are vulnerable and cannot repay.
* God measuring the genuineness of faith by love for the helpless.

e True faith inevitably expressing itself in love for the vulnerable.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does James define pure religion by care for the orphan and widow?
¢ What do orphans and widows represent in the ancient world and ours?
¢ What does this choice tell us about what God values?

Question 2
Student Question:

When you think of what it means to be a devoted Christian, what comes first to mind? How does
James’ definition of pure religion challenge or enlarge your own sense of what truly pleases God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This first self-examining question invites students to compare their own picture of devoted
Christianity with James’ definition. Most of us instinctively think of devotion in terms of belief,
Bible knowledge, church attendance, or personal piety, all good, but James presses further.

Help the class hold both together rather than pitting them against each other. James is not
dismissing doctrine and worship; elsewhere he upholds the truth strongly. He is insisting that
genuine devotion includes active care for the afflicted. A faith that has the first without the
second is incomplete.

Let the definition enlarge their vision. For many, this will stretch the category of what it means
to please God, adding to private devotion a public, costly love for the vulnerable. The aim is not
guilt but a fuller, truer picture of the devotion God desires.



Move toward self-examination. Invite each student to consider honestly whether their sense of
being a good Christian has included active care for the defenseless, and to let James’ definition
reshape their understanding of what truly pleases God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Comparing our picture of devotion with God’s definition of pure religion.

e Doctrine and worship and active compassion held together, not opposed.

e Anenlarged vision of devotion that includes costly love for the vulnerable.
® Self-examination about whether our faith includes care for the defenseless.

Discussion Prompts

¢ What comes first to your mind when you think of devoted Christianity?
e How does James' definition challenge or enlarge that picture?
¢ How can we hold devotion and active compassion together?

Question 3
Student Question:

James joins active compassion (“visit orphans and widows”) with personal holiness (“keep
oneself unstained from the world”). Why does true religion require both, and what happens
when we separate them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Focus on the two halves of James’ definition: to “visit orphans and widows in their affliction,”
and to “keep oneself unstained from the world.” Pure religion joins active compassion with
personal holiness. James will not let us choose one and neglect the other.

Explain why both are necessary. Compassion without holiness can drift into a love that is shaped
by the world rather than by God, losing its distinct character and even its source. Holiness
without compassion becomes a cold, self-focused piety that James elsewhere calls dead faith.
The two belong together, each guarding and completing the other.

Show what happens when they are separated. Some traditions emphasize personal purity while
neglecting the poor and afflicted; others emphasize social compassion while compromising on
holiness and truth. James calls for both: a holy people who are also a compassionate people,
distinct from the world and yet moving toward its afflicted.

Apply this to the believer’s integrity. The same faith that keeps us from being stained by the
world drives us toward the hurting. Invite the class to examine whether their faith holds both
together, or whether they have settled for one at the expense of the other.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



®  Pure religion joining active compassion with personal holiness (James 1:27).

¢ The dangers of compassion without holiness and holiness without compassion.
¢ The two belonging together, each guarding and completing the other.

¢ A faith with integrity: holy and compassionate, distinct yet engaged.

Discussion Prompts

e Why does pure religion require both compassion and holiness?
e What happens when we keep one without the other?
*  Which of the two are you more tempted to neglect?

Question 4
Student Question:

Where might your own faith have become more about words, knowledge, or appearances than
about active care for those in need? What would it look like to let your faith express itself in
compassion this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question asks where the student’s faith may have become more about words,
knowledge, or appearances than about active care. It is a searching question, because it is easy
to mistake religious activity and knowledge for genuine devotion.

Help the class examine honestly. We can know much, say much, and appear devout while doing
little for those in need. James warns against being “hearers only,” deceiving ourselves. The test
of real faith is whether it moves us to act in love, especially toward the afflicted.

Avoid both complacency and despair. The point is not to despise knowledge or worship, nor to
wallow in guilt, but to let the Word do its work, leading us from hearing to doing. Where we find
our faith has been mostly words, the remedy is to begin, in some concrete way, to act.

Move toward one expression of active compassion. Invite each student to identify one way their
faith could move from word to deed this week, taking a single concrete step of care for
someone in need. Faith grows real as it is practiced.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The danger of mistaking words, knowledge, and appearances for genuine faith.
* The warning against being hearers only who deceive themselves (James 1:22).
e Active love as the test of real faith.

®*  Moving from hearing to doing through concrete acts of compassion.

Discussion Prompts



*  Where has your faith become more about words than active care?
e How does James warn against being a hearer only?
e What is one way your faith could move from word to deed this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Read Psalm 68:5-6: God is “Father of the fatherless and protector of widows,” who “settles the
solitary in a home.” How does God’s own care for the fatherless and the lonely set the pattern for
His people?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Turn to Psalm 68:5-6, which roots James’ command in the character of God: “Father of the
fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy habitation. God settles the solitary in a
home.” God’s care for the defenseless is not a side concern but part of who He is.

Draw out the pattern this sets. Because God is the Father of the fatherless and the protector of
widows, His people are to reflect that same care. We are called to be like our Father, who draws
in the lonely and provides for the defenseless. Our compassion is an imitation of God’s.

Highlight the beautiful phrase, “God settles the solitary in a home.” God does not merely pity
the lonely; He brings them into family. This points toward the church as God’s household, a
family meant to draw in the isolated and give them belonging. Care for the orphan and the
lonely is part of being God's family.

Apply this to the believer’s identity and motive. We love the defenseless not as a burden
imposed from outside but as the natural expression of being children of such a Father. Having
been drawn in ourselves, we now draw others in. Let this motivate the class’s compassion with
gratitude.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God’'s own character as Father of the fatherless and protector of widows (Psalm 68:5).
e God’'s people called to reflect His care for the defenseless.

®  The church as a family that settles the solitary in a home.

e Compassion as the natural expression of being children of such a Father.

Discussion Prompts

e How does God present Himself in Psalm 68:5-67
¢ How does God'’s character set the pattern for His people?
¢ What does it mean that God settles the solitary in a home?

Question 6



Student Question:

Is there someone lonely, fatherless, or without family within your reach, a child, an elderly
person, a struggling single parent? How might God be inviting you to reflect His heart by drawing
them in?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question makes the application concrete and personal, asking students to
identify someone lonely, fatherless, or without family within their actual reach: a child, an
elderly person, a struggling single parent, an isolated newcomer.

Help the class move from the general to the specific. It is easy to affirm care for the lonely in the
abstract; James and Psalm 68 press us toward actual people. Drawing in the solitary begins with
noticing the particular lonely person God has placed near us.

Encourage students to see the opportunities around them. The fatherless child who needs a
faithful adult presence; the widow or elderly person who is isolated; the single parent who is
overwhelmed; the newcomer who has no community. These are within reach of ordinary
believers who are willing to draw near.

Move toward a concrete invitation. Invite each student to name one such person and one way
they could reflect God's heart by drawing them in, perhaps including them, visiting them, or
simply offering steady presence. Pure religion becomes real in such specific acts.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Moving from abstract care to specific lonely and fatherless people within reach.
¢ Drawing in the solitary beginning with noticing the particular person near us.

¢ The everyday opportunities to reflect God's heart toward the isolated.

e Concrete acts of inclusion and presence as the practice of pure religion.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Who lonely or without family is within your reach?
¢ How might God be inviting you to draw them in?
¢ What would steady presence toward that person look like?

Question 7

Student Question:

James says pure religion is to “visit” orphans and widows in their affliction, a word that means to
go to them and care for them, not merely to feel sympathy from a distance. How does this
challenge a faith that is content with good intentions but slow to act?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Return to the word James uses: to “visit” orphans and widows in their affliction. This word
means to go to them, to look after and care for them, not merely to feel sympathy from a
distance. Pure religion involves movement toward the afflicted, presence in their trouble.

Challenge the faith that is content with good intentions. Many of us feel genuine sympathy for
the suffering and yet rarely act. We mean to help, intend to visit, plan to give, but the affliction
of others remains at a comfortable distance. James calls for a faith that actually goes.

Draw out the importance of presence. To visit the afflicted is to enter their situation, to be with
them in their trouble, not merely to send help from afar (though that has its place). Presence
communicates worth and love in a way that distant sympathy cannot. It says, you matter
enough for me to come.

Move toward concrete action over mere intention. Invite the class to consider where their good
intentions have not yet become actual visits, calls, or care, and to take one real step of presence
toward someone in affliction this week. Pure religion is intentions that have become feet.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e 'Visit’ as going to and caring for the afflicted, not distant sympathy (James 1:27).
® The challenge to a faith content with good intentions but slow to act.

¢ The power of presence to communicate worth and love.

e Moving from intention to actual acts of care and presence.

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean that pure religion is to go to the afflicted?
e How does this challenge a faith of good intentions?
e Where have your intentions not yet become actual care?

Question 8
Student Question:

What keeps you from moving toward the vulnerable with practical care, the messiness, the cost,
the inconvenience? How does the gospel free and empower you to move toward people in their
affliction?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question names the real obstacles to moving toward the vulnerable: the
messiness, the cost, the inconvenience. Caring for the afflicted is rarely tidy or convenient; it
disrupts our schedules, our comfort, and our control. Honest naming of these obstacles is
important.



Acknowledge that the obstacles are real. The lives of the afflicted are often complicated; helping
can be costly and draining; and it interrupts our plans. We are not wrong to feel the weight of
this. But the love of God moved toward us in our mess, and calls us to move toward others in
theirs.

Point to the gospel as both freedom and power. We are freed to move toward the afflicted
because our own acceptance does not depend on keeping our lives neat and controlled; we
have been received by grace. And we are empowered by the love of Christ, who entered our
affliction fully, to enter the affliction of others.

Move toward one step over one obstacle. Invite each student to name the obstacle that most
holds them back and one way the gospel frees them to overcome it this week. Christlike love is
willing to be inconvenienced for the sake of another.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® The real obstacles to active care: messiness, cost, and inconvenience.

e God’s love moving toward us in our mess as the pattern for our love.

* The gospel freeing us from the need to keep our lives neat and controlled.
¢ The love of Christ empowering us to enter others’ affliction.

Discussion Prompts

e What most keeps you from moving toward the vulnerable with practical care?
¢ How does the gospel free you to be inconvenienced for others?
e What step over that obstacle could you take this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

Trace how care for the orphan, the widow, and the fatherless expresses the heart of the sanctity
of life. Why is it significant that God measures the purity of our religion not only by our doctrine
and worship but by our care for the most defenseless, and how does this guard the church from a
hollow or self-serving faith?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block, connecting care for the orphan, widow, and fatherless to the
heart of the sanctity of life. The key point is that God measures the purity of our religion not
only by doctrine and worship but by our care for the most defenseless. This guards against a
hollow or self-serving faith.

Trace the connection for the class. The sanctity of life means that every life is precious, including
the lives of the defenseless who can offer nothing in return. Caring for the orphan, the widow,



and the fatherless is the sanctity of life expressed in its most practical and unselfish form:
honoring the worth of those the world overlooks.

Show why this is a safeguard for the church. A faith that affirms the worth of life in principle but
ignores the actual vulnerable is exposed by James as impure and even dead. By making care for
the defenseless the measure of pure religion, God protects His people from a religion that is all
words and appearances, ensuring that genuine faith bears the fruit of love.

Land this with both weight and warmth. The weight: God will not accept a religion that despises
or neglects the helpless, however orthodox or impressive it appears. The warmth: caring for the
defenseless is the joyful overflow of the gospel, the way we reflect the Father who drew us in.
Connect this forward to the culture of life the study will build toward, in which reverence for life
is expressed in active, everyday love for the vulnerable at every stage.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Care for the defenseless as the practical heart of the sanctity of life.

e God measuring the purity of religion by care for the most vulnerable (James 1:27).

¢ The safeguard against a hollow, self-serving, or dead faith (James 2:14-17).

e Active love for the defenseless as the overflow of the gospel and reflection of the Father.

Discussion Prompts

¢ How does care for the orphan and widow express the sanctity of life?
¢ Why does God measure our religion by our care for the defenseless?
¢ How does this guard the church from a hollow or self-serving faith?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back over James 1:27 and Psalm 68:5-6. Name one specific way God is calling you to
practice pure religion toward the orphan, the widow, the lonely, or the vulnerable, and one
concrete step you will take this week to move toward someone in their affliction.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question gathers James 1:27 and Psalm 68:5-6 and asks for a personal, concrete
response: a specific way to practice pure religion and a specific step to move toward someone in
their affliction.

Press for one specific way God is calling the student. For one it may be caring for a fatherless
child or supporting foster and adoptive families; for another, befriending a widow or an isolated
elderly person; for another, coming alongside a struggling single parent or welcoming a
newcomer. Let God’s stirring guide the choice.



Then ask for one concrete step of presence. The emphasis, drawn from James, is on actually
going, showing up, and caring, not merely intending or feeling. The step should move the
student from sympathy to presence, from word to deed.

Close by drawing the lesson together. Pure religion is faith with feet, reflecting the Father who
settles the solitary in a home. Send the class home ready to practice the sanctity of life in its
most tender form, by drawing near to the defenseless, and prepare them for the study’s final
movement toward building a whole culture of life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Personal appropriation of pure religion as active care for the defenseless.
e Attending to the specific people God stirs our hearts toward.

e Concrete presence over mere sympathy or intention.

¢ Reflecting the Father who settles the solitary in a home.

Discussion Prompts

e How is God calling you to practice pure religion toward the vulnerable?
e What concrete step of presence will you take this week?
*  How does pure religion reflect the heart of God the Father?



