
Orphanology Study
Lesson: Orphanology: Lesson Two

Lesson Overview

Biblical Passages

James 1:19-27

Supporting Passages

Exodus 21:21-22; Deuteronomy 10:18, 14:28-29, 24:17-22, 27:19; Psalm 10:14-18, 68:5-6, 82:3-4, 146:9; Zechariah 7:10

Memory Verse

James 1:27

Biblical Truth

Caring for orphans is one of the ways Christians obey God’s Word.

Context

How should Christians respond to the fatherless? Is there a biblical basis for orphan care? James 1:27 is an appropriate place
to begin a study on this subject. The inspired author, James, provided a clear answer: True religion involves compassionate
care for the fatherless. James stated that orphan care is one test for knowing if someone is practicing true religion. Today,
many may wonder what is going on with this “new” emphasis on adoption and orphan care in the local church. The simple
and obvious response is that adoption and orphan care are not new ideas. They are biblical ideas. The reason we should
emphasize orphan care is the same reason we stress evangelism, prayer, stewardship, and other practices taught in Scripture.
Caring for the fatherless is enforced in God’s Word, it reflects God’s nature and work, and it has characterized God’s people
for centuries.

Learning Goals
Explore Goal: Learners will examine what it means biblically to care for the orphan.●

Transform Goal: Learners will commit to following the biblical command to care for the orphan.●

Commentary

Investigation
As a whole, the Book of James explores the relationship between saving faith and good works. In James, the goal of the
Christian life is obedience to God, not merely receiving information. James essentially asks his audience the question: Is your
life consistent with what you say you believe? (See James 1:22, 2:14-16.)

Because of the proverbial, pithy, and practical nature of James, this book is sometimes referred to as “the Proverbs of the
New Testament.” James issues fifty-nine commands in 108 total verses, providing practical ways in which Christians are to
live out their faith. One important topics that James addresses is found in James 1:27––“visiting orphans in their affliction.”
James wrote that this is a true test for Christians to see if they are living obediently to God’s Word or if they are merely
listening to it. This subject of caring for orphans was taught throughout the Old Testament as well. (Read the above
supporting verses carefully.) God urged His people to care for the fatherless, reflecting His love to those in need.

Importance
This passage teaches that [The Bible is God’s Word]. Because Scripture is God’s Word, we should receive it humbly and obey
it faithfully. Because the Bible is God’s Word, we should obey it in particular ways, such as giving care to the fatherless. To
disobey God’s Word means that we are disobeying God Himself.

This passage also shows that [People are God’s Treasure]. Every human being possesses dignity, value, and worth as God’s
image bearer, so Christians should seek to care for all people, including orphans.

Interpretation
James 1:18 describes how God’s Word brings about new birth, making us Christ-followers. Verses 19-27 then describe how
Christians are to live the rest of their lives in obedience to God’s Word. The quest for obedience is described in verses 19-25,
and a test of obedience is found in verses 26-27.

James 1:19-21 James wrote that believers should receive God’s Word humbly. In these verses, humility before God’s Word
involves four things. First, James stressed that believers were to be being quick to listen (v. 19). Literally, James told his
readers to “hurry up and listen.” Second, believers were to put away sins like anger and wickedness (vs. 20-21a). James used
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the picture of discarding a filthy garment to help his readers understand what is involved in putting sins aside. Third, James
explained the need for being teachable (v. 21b). Being teachable can be best understood as meekness or being submissive to
the teachings of another. Fourth, James reminded his readers they will receive power for growing in Christ (v. 21). Being
“able to save your souls” refers to salvation in a sanctifying sense.

James 1:22 Within this verse is perhaps the biggest idea in the whole letter of James: “But be doers of the word, and not
hearers only, deceiving yourselves.” After receiving the word humbly, Christians are to do the Word obediently. James
mentioned that some can be deceived by thinking that they are obeying the Word when they are not. In other words, there is
a real distinction between listening and doing. Interestingly, the word hearer refers to an auditor. Those who audit classes
often receive the benefit of listening to lectures but have no requirements expected of them. Believers cannot be auditors of
God’s Word. They hear in order to obey. However, James was confronting the same problem that churches face
today––namely, religious deception. It is easy for one to go through the motions of religion, and even think that he or she is
living obediently, yet all the while be deceived. In colloquial terms, James said, “Don’t kid yourselves in thinking you are
something that you actually are not.” There is often a significant gap between one’s imagination and one’s execution.

James 1:23-25 Verses 23-25 provide a helpful analogy of hearing and doing the Word. James stated that the Word is like a
mirror that reveals areas of our lives that need correction. Just as one looks in a mirror closely, detects a problem, and makes
appropriate adjustments, so should the believer look closely at the Word, detect mistakes, and make changes. God’s Word is
always intended to transform us. James added that those who make the appropriate changes are “blessed” (v. 25).

James 1:26-27 Verses 26-27 provide some ways that believers should respond to God’s Word specifically. First, James wrote
about bridling the tongue (v. 26). He addressed this topic in length in chapter three. Second, he taught about caring for those
in need, particularly widows and orphans. Third, he said that we obey the Word by being unstained by the world, a matter
further discussed in chapters 4–5.

For our purposes, the subject of orphan care is of particular concern. An important test for authentic faith is expressed in this
phrase: “Visit orphans in their affliction” (Jas. 1:27).

The word visit is sometimes translated as “look after.” The term has to do with personal touch and involvement. It is from the
same root as episkipos, which means “overseer” (sometimes translated as “bishop”). James basically said, “Be a shepherd to
the orphan.” Further, the Bible frequently refers to God visiting His people to redeem and encourage them, particularly
during pivotal stages of history with the arrival of key redemptive leaders ultimately seen in the birth of Christ (see Gen. 21:1,
50:24; Ex. 3:16, 4:31; Ruth 1:6; Luke 1:68, 78, 7:16; Acts 7:23, 15:14). The idea of visiting is also used in Matthew 25 when
Jesus said when you visit “the least of these,” you have actually done it unto Him (Matt. 25:36, 40).

A powerful example of the act of visiting is found in Luke 7:16 with the story of Jesus raising the son of the widow of Nain.
Jesus saw the widow and said with compassion, “Do not weep” (Luke 7:13). Then He raised the young man, and Jesus “gave
Him to his mother” (v. 15). The response of the crowd is awesome. They said, “God has visited His people” (v. 16, emphasis
added). They knew the Scriptures said God is a “Father to the fatherless and protector of widows” (Ps. 68:5). In other words,
they said, “God showed up.” Jesus was saying, “I am God, and this is what He is like.” God visits, saves, redeems, encourages,
and cares for the orphan and widow. When we visit or shepherd the orphan, we are saying, “This is what God is like.” We
show the world what the Father is like by caring for those in need. This may be why James specifically mentioned “God the
Father” in James 1:27.

Of course, this emphasis to care for the orphan was not a new idea to this New Testament writer. Caring for the fatherless
flows from the Christian view of human life (Gen. 1:27); it is a picture of the Gospel (Rom. 8:12-30, Eph. 1:3-14, Gal. 4:4-7);
and it is supported by numerous passages in the Old Testament (Ex. 21:21-22; Deut. 10:18, 14:28-29, 24:17-22, 27:19; Ps.
10:14-18, 68:5-6a, 82:3-4, 146:9; Zech. 7:10). In order to get the back-story of James 1:27, one should reflect on these Old
Testament passages carefully.

Implications
The Book of James is very clear. God’s expects His people to obey His Word. One of the specific ways believers obey the Word
is by caring for the orphan. It is not the only way we obey God’s Word, but it is a major aspect of obedience taught in both the
Old and New Testaments. Now that we know what God says about orphan care, the question is, “How will we respond?”

Later in the Book of James, the author wrote that “whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin” (Jas.
4:17). Let us not be guilty of the sin of omission, or failure to do what we know is right. Rather, let us seek to care for the
orphan the way God sought to care for us when we were spiritual orphans. He made us His sons and daughters through
adoption by the rescuing work of Jesus Christ.
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Teaching Plan: Connect Activities
All activity sheets are at the end of this printable lesson

From the Book: George Mueller-The Legacy of Orphan Care
(8-10 minutes, easy setup)
Say: Many are wondering about the “new” emphasis in the church on caring for orphans and on adoption. Read
the section on George Mueller in chapter 3 in Orphanology. Ask: Why do you think the Church has become so
disconnected from ministry to the fatherless in recent generations? After discussion, explain that Christians’ emphasis
on ministry to orphans is much older than even Mueller and is as old as the Bible itself. Share that care for the fatherless
flows from the very heart of God Himself.

From Our Culture: Adontion Confusion
(8-10 minutes, easy setup)

Say: It seems like every Christmas there is a hot new toy that is a “must have” for the season. In 1983, that toy
was the Cabbage Patch Kids® doll. Ask: How many of you remember the Cabbage Patch Kids®? What do you
remember about Cabbage Patch Kids® that made them so special? (Each Cabbage Patch Kids doll was a little different.
He or she came from a hospital instead of a factory, had a name and a birth certificate, and instead of buying the doll,
someone “adopted” it.) Say: Stop for a moment and think about it. Does it strike you as odd that we would be so
comfortable as to use a word like “adoption” to talk about something like bringing a doll home from a toy store?
Share that God, through His Word, has some important and pointed things to say about adoption and care for the fatherless
that may have been lost in the noise of our culture for far too long. Say: Today, we will see how our care for the
fatherless demonstrates His character to the world and spreads the good news of His love for us to a world that
desperately needs to know Him.

High School Option: Lawson's Story
(8-10 minutes, easy setup)

Provide Skittles® candy for each student. For more information on Lawson’s story and a picture of the family, see Ben
Watson’s article “Lakeland family ready for first Christmas with child from Ethiopia” at
http://www.wmctv.com/Global/story.asp?S=1715659.

As students arrive, pass out a snack of Skittles® candy. Then, share the following story:

December 2010 was an important time for the Newton Family in Memphis, Tennessee. It was their first Christmas
with their new son, 2 year-old Lawson, from Ethiopia. The Newtons already had three biological daughters before
they felt called to adopt. The family wants to make sure that Lawson learns both English and his native language,
and that he has the opportunity to learn the customs and traditions of his native Ethiopia. Dad Ed explained their
desires: “We’re not trying to make him white, you know? We want him to embrace his culture, and his culture has
influenced us. . . . We're like a bag of skittles,” Ed said. “We've got all kinds of flavors in our home, and so we're
just grateful he such a blessing in our life [sic].” 

Ask: What does it mean to have “a family of Skittles”? What would be the positives of that in a family? Say: Over 147 million
orphans in the world are alone. Today we will see that how we care for orphans is one of the best ways to show the love of
God to the world.

Teaching Plan: Explore Activities
All activity sheets are at the end of this printable lesson

Interactive Core Study: Visiting Orphans
(15-20 minutes, easy setup)
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Provide paper and pens

Share that many think that the Church’s emphasis on orphan care is new because it may not have been talked about in the
Church or because it may have been a cause championed by a mercy-minded few. Emphasize that the Bible is not silent on it.
Say: On the contrary, the Bible is clear that God’s people should be caring for everyone in need, especially the
fatherless. James 1:19-27 clearly describes the nature of a disciple of Jesus by pointing out the quest for
obedience and a test for obedience.

Point out that James led into this passage by describing in verse 18 how a person becomes a believer. Emphasize that the
obedience we are working for is to come as a product of our salvation, not as a way to earn it. Call on a volunteer to read
James 1:19-25. Lead learners to identify the actions James listed in the passage, and write these on the board. (Answers: Be
quick to listen; slow to speak; slow to anger; get rid of sin; do what the Word says.) Explain that these specific actions can be
understood as what we should do to receive God’s Word humbly and prepare ourselves for the work of taking care of orphans.
Distribute paper and pens, and use the following information to clarify for learners:

Share that since the earliest times, Christians have astounded the world by their reflection of Christ. Explain that the
philosopher Aristides described to the Emperor Hadrian the Christ-like obedience of early believers in a letter he wrote
around the year A.D. 125. Read the letter aloud (see “Early Christians” in chapter 3 of Orphanology) and point out the many
ways Christians lived out God’s Word before a watching world.

Caring for the fatherless includes the test for obedience (Jam. 1:26-27). 

Caring for the fatherless includes the quest for obedience (Jam. 1:19-25). 1.
Attentive listening (19-20): We have a tendency to talk and not listen (v. 19) or to resist the Word in anger (v. 20). But ❍
the Christian’s attitude toward the Word should be, “Speak, Lord, for your servant hears” (1 Sam. 3:9). Encourage
learners to set aside a regular time each day to read the Scriptures and pray. Suggest that learners write the time and
place where they daily spend time or plan to spend time on the paper provided. 
Thorough Cleansing (21a): James stressed that we need to cleanse ourselves from anything that may hinder a proper ❍
reception of God’s Word, such as anger, filthiness, or rampant wickedness. Suggest that learners write down ways they
need to confess in order to be pure and unhindered before God. Emphasize that by studying God’s Word daily, we look
into a mirror that graciously reflects our flaws and leads us to repentance and God’s grace and restoration.
Eager Learning (21b): Believers should also receive the Word with meekness and become teachable and eager to learn ❍
and grow. Lead learners to discuss how the Word of God has a purifying effect in the lives of Christians.
Practical Doing (22-25): The goal of learning is transformation, not mere information. When we examine the Word, it is ❍
like a mirror. Just as a mirror exposes faults of our external person, God’s Word exposes faults in our spiritual lives. As we
see the changes we need to make in our lives, we should make them immediately. To do otherwise is foolish and
disobedient. 

  2.

Call on a volunteer to read James 1:26-27. Point out that James listed three ways Christians must obey the Word: a controlled
tongue, a compassionate ministry, and a clean life. Explain that of these three, the matter of compassion deals particularly
with caring for orphans and widows in their affliction. Say: James was very specific about the kind of ministry he meant
for us to have with orphans. The word he used that is translated visit (see the NASBÒ translation) means “attend to
or to look after” and is the root word in the New Testament from which we get the words pastor or bishop. Explain
that in the same way pastors are called by God to look after the Church on God’s behalf, all Christians are called to look after
all orphans. Discuss: Have you ever heard this before? Why do you think the Church does not do more to care for
orphans? 

Explain that God has maintained a clear and consistent heart for orphans throughout history. Point out that God had very
specific instructions and very swift judgment for His people regarding their treatment of orphans in the Old Testament, and
as we have seen, His plan continued into the New Testament. List the following Scripture passages on the board, and assign
each to a learner to read aloud. Lead learners to determine what each passage says about orphans, and list these on the
board beside each Scripture reference.

Psalm 10:14-18●

Psalm 68:4-6●

Psalm 82:1-4●

Psalm 146:9●

Psalm 23:10-11●

Isaiah 1:16-17●

Ezekiel 22:6-7●
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Zechariah 7:8-14●

Afterwards, ask: When considered in totality, what do these passages teach us about our responsibility for caring
for orphans? Why do you think God was so specific in His instructions about caring for orphans? After discussion,
share that as we care for orphans, we reflect God’s heart as Redeemer into a world that needs to see and hear the gospel.
State that caring for orphans also allows us to love and value children who are created in His image.

Master Teacher Core Study: Visiting Orphans
(15-20 minutes, easy setup)

Use the Master Teacher Outline to teach the Master Teacher Core Study. Following the study, divide learners into small
groups to discuss the following questions:

How do you think some have misunderstood James’ emphasis on both faith and works? ●

How might a believer go about applying James’ advice to “receive the Word humbly” and “obey” as he presented●

it in verses 19-25? 
How can community with other believers play a part in these actions?●

What needs do orphans have that can be met in the name of Jesus?●

What are some ways we can go about having the compassionate ministry to orphans right now that James called●

for in verse 27?

Supplemental Scriptire Study: God, Orphans, and Justice
(6-8 minutes, easy setup)

State that throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, God revealed much about Himself in the giving of the Law to His people.
Explain that in several instances in Deuteronomy, God gave instructions to His people regarding care for orphans. Divide
your group into three small groups and assign each group one of the following passages: Deuteronomy 10:17-22, 14:28-29,
and 24:17-22. Instruct each group to discuss the assigned passage using the following questions and to be prepared to report
back to the entire group:

How does God instruct His people to care for orphans and other defenseless people?●

What does the action of God’s people in following His Law reflect about His character to the world?●

How does caring for orphans in this way help people understand more about who God really is?●

Teaching Plan: Transform Activities
All activity sheets are at the end of this printable lesson

Dreaming the Life: Investing in an Orphan's Future
(10 minutes, easy setup)

Share that being a young adult today can be complicated because it involves getting a career off the ground, finding someone
to settle down with, and beginning a family, all while many more huge decisions loom in the background all the time. Say:
One question that seems to come up is how to begin investing for the future. Any investment expert will tell you
that even investing just a little money early will consistently have larger returns down the road. Suggest that
considering how to invest financially in the future is like working with orphans. 

Read Deuteronomy 14:28-29. Ask: In this passage, how did God promise blessings to those who take care of orphans?
Should we give just to attempt to obligate God to bless us in some sort of an investment scheme? Allow for
discussion. Then, say: We should give sacrificially to the needs of orphans around the world, trusting that God will
bless us and meet our needs while not expecting God to be obligated to provide a windfall because of our
investment. To think that way misses the intent of this passage. Point out that God promises us His faithfulness to
return a percentage on an investment. Say: The point is that our acting out of a clean and obedient heart pleases God
and brings Him glory.

Read the story of Charles Spurgeon in Chapter 3 of Orphanology. Then, say: Spurgeon was a successful pastor of a large
church, but he saw caring for the poor and the orphaned as a big priority. Lead learners in a time of prayer, asking
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God to show them how they can use their resources of time, talent, and treasures to care for orphans locally and around the
world

Living The Dream: Stretching the Nest
(10 minutes, easy setup)

Say: We are all familiar with the term “empty nest.” Suppose in the spirit of James 1:27 that God began to
reorient your planning toward the future, and your plans for an empty nest became a refilled one. Read “An
Adoption Story—Lee and Barbara Drake” from the end of chapter 3 in Orphanology. Ask: How do the Drake’s actions
relate back to James 1:19-27? Emphasize that their time in the Word was important to being ready for such a significant
life step. Say: The Drakes’ adoption of their three new sons finalized soon after the final editing of Orphanology.
They are now home as a family of seven and are doing well with five children in high school. The best part of the
story is that they are not super human. The Drakes are a normal family who serve an extraordinary God whose
heart is inclined toward the fatherless. Daily, they set out in faith and obedience to respond to God’s call to care
for the fatherless. The question is, how can we? Lead learners to pray, asking God to show them what He would have
them do to minister to the fatherless, whether that be to adopt, to serve as foster parents, to give to orphan relief, or to
provide ministry to orphans.

High School Option: Learner's Permit
(10 minutes, easy setup)
Provide a dry erase board and markers.

Inquire of your learners how many already have earned a learner’s permit for driving. Ask: What is involved in getting a
learner’s permit? (Possible answers: You must be a certain age, pass a written driving test, have good eyesight, or have
good grades.) As you write answers on the board, ask: What is the difference between a learner’s permit and a driver’s
license? (A learner’s permit restricts the hours you may drive, and you must drive with a licensed driver in the car.) Ask:
Why bother getting a learner’s permit? (So you can practice to be a better driver once you are on your own.) Say: It’s
the same thing with adoption and orphan ministry. You are far too young to adopt, but you are never too young to
follow God’s call to care for the fatherless. One day you will be old enough to adopt. The way you follow God’s
Word and prepare yourself today matters. What you get ready for in the future counts, and what you do today
counts. Let’s close today by asking God to use this study to reveal to you ways He can use your time, your talents,
and your resources to serve and love orphans in Jesus’ name.

 

Prayer Option: Prayer of Praise
(5 minutes, moderate setup)
Print a copy of Psalm 146 PDF for each learner.

Distribute copies of Psalm 146 PDF to each learner. Say: Psalm 146 is a hymn of praise for God that acknowledges all
our hope, including our hope for the fatherless, rests in Him. We are going to read this Psalm aloud together, and
then I invite you to spend a few minutes meditating on the words of the Psalm and praying them back to God.
Clarify that learners are free to read as much or as little as they choose. Explain that learners may select a particular verse
or verses, focusing their prayer on what is expressed there, or they may choose to read prayerfully through the entire
chapter. Lead learners in reading the psalm in unison, and then provide time for learners to pray individually, using the
psalm as a guide.
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Orphanology | Chapter 3
Lesson 2

The Master Teacher Outline
VISITING ORPHANS
(15–20 minutes, easy set-up)
Use this outline and the Biblical Commentary to prepare to share the truths of this passage with learners.

Introduction: Many have grown up in the Church but heard little about orphan care. It may seem odd to
think that everyone is called to care for orphans. While some claim that this activity is only for a select few
of mercy-minded people in the Church, the Bible is clear that God’s people should care for everyone in
need, especially the fatherless. The Church throughout its history has cared for the fatherless and should
continue that legacy today. James 1:19-27 clearly describes the nature of a disciple of Jesus by pointing
out the quest for obedience and a test for obedience.

1.  Caring for the fatherless includes the quest for obedience (Jam. 1:19-25).
• Hearing God’s Word humbly includes being quick to listen, putting away sin, being teachable, and

being obedient (v. 19-21).
• Hearing God’s Word without responding in obedience deceives the listener in believing falsely

that he or she is righteous (v. 22).
• Obediently hearing God’s Word requires the listener to study the Word carefully to detect and

correct areas of disobedience (v. 23-25).

Illustration: The philosopher Aristides described to the Emperor Hadrian the Christ-like obedience of
early believers in a letter he wrote around the year A.D. 125. Read that letter (see p. 25 of Orphanology)
and notice the many ways in which Christians lived out God’s Word before a watching world.

2.  Caring for the fatherless includes the test for obedience (Jam. 1:26-27).
• Obeying the Word includes (1) controlling the tongue, (2) having a compassionate ministry, and

(3) living a clean life (v. 26).
• In the Old Testament, God demonstrated that He expects His people to visit and care for orphans

(see Ex. 22:21-22; Deut. 10:18, 14:28-29, 24:17-22, 27:19; Ps. 10:14-18, 68:5-6a, 82:3-4, 146:9;
Zech. 7:10).

• The word visit (in some translations rendered “look after”) means to “attend to,” “care for,” or “look
after” and is the root word from which we get bishop or pastor (v. 27). Throughout the Bible, God
is a God who “visits” His people. We are called to visit the orphan, providing the Fatherly care of
God to the fatherless.

Illustration: At the close of chapter 3 of Orphanology (p. 25-27), authors Merida and Morton record some
historical stories of orphan care through the lives and ministries of three historical heroes of the faith:
evangelist George Whitefield, preacher Charles Spurgeon, and orphanage founder George Mueller.
Consider these examples closely. All three proclaimed the Gospel in word and practiced the Word in
deed.

Conclusion: God’s people must reflect God’s concern for the fatherless. This command to care for the
fatherless displays God’s heart for the orphan, is taught in the Old and New Testaments, and is one of the
ways the watching world will know we are Christ’s disciples.


