James 2:1-10, 14-17. Text: James 2:17 So faith
by itself, if it has no works, is dead.
GET OFF OF YOUR KNEES AND GO TO WORK!
Martin Luther disliked the book of James so
much that he said that if he could remove one
book from the Bible it would be James. It is
useful to remember that Luther was living at a
time when the Roman Church was selling
indulgencies to raise money for various
projects. An indulgence took years off one’s
stay in Purgatory. In the eyes of the Church,
buying an indulgence was a very worthwhile
work that advanced the church and bought
favor before God. What was damaged by this
practice was faith.
Hell and Purgatory emphasized the vengeful
and judgmental view of God. In the modern
church we tend to emphasize God’s love. Even

the Romans have abolished Purgatory and we
Episcopalians have gone one better by
abolishing hell, although there is still some
debate going on about that. Many of us still like
the concept of hell, especially for other people.
We modern Christians have taken the Luther
position to its illogical extreme: Salvation by
faith alone – don't bother about works, which
are just an ostentatious show of pseudo belief.
It is probably time to read James, once more.
In this particular selection from James there are
two themes. James uses the first to illustrate
the second. The first being discrimination,
while the second is faith and works. James was
a very practical pastor who saw a continuing
difficulty in the churches he supervised. People
who dressed well, spoke correctly, who were
the “right sort” of people were welcomed into
the church with enthusiasm. Whereas those
who spoke with a different accent, wore older

clothes and were even dirty, were received as
second-class participants. At this early stage of
the churches’ development, one saw proper
Jews and successful gentiles joining the Jesus
movement. As with many marginal movements
the congregations deferred to those new
members who were rich because that gave an
air of acceptability and respectability to the
church. But in doing this the church members
were dishonoring the poor, who were the very
inheritors of the kingdom of faith promised by
Jesus.
Jesus said “you shall love your neighbor as
yourself.” But James pointed out that “if you
show partiality, you commit sin” . . . And it was
not just a little transgression, it was the kind of
sin that separated you from God.
Discriminating against the poor and powerless
in favor of the rich and powerful may build a
splendid church and create a feel-good

religious atmosphere, but you are going to lose
your soul. You will be so busy enjoying the
cathedral that you will forget to clothe the
poor.
In the preceding chapter, James says “Anyone
who sets himself up as religious by talking a
good game is self-deceived. This kind of
religion is hot air and only hot air. Real religion
the kind that passes muster before God the
Father, is this: Reach out to the homeless and
loveless in their plight, and guard against
corruption from the godless world.” (James
1:26-27) This becomes the key to James’
concern about works. If we really have faith,
then works will flow naturally from that faith.
It is not that we are attempting to bribe God or
buy our way into heaven, it is simply that the
joy of faith opens our eyes to the needs of
others and our responsibility to attempt to fill
those needs.

James has been accused of being not
concerned enough about faith and the free gift
of salvation, but tradition has it that James was
called camel knees by his contemporaries. That
was a commentary on the pads of calluses on
his knees which he got from spending so much
of his time on his knees in prayer. A concern
for works does not drive out faith, but is driven
by faith.
Today's Christian churches face a huge spiritual
task. Our faith in God, demands that we love
our neighbors as ourselves, but we have so
many neighbors and they are so different one
from the other. Some of us cry out as
individuals that we are not really sure how
much we love ourselves, let alone loving
neighbors and those who would be our
neighbors. Reading Bibles is so easy, reading
people is so difficult. Is our faith strong enough
to love refugees, even those not of our faith?

God sets before us opportunities to grow in
faith that seem very demanding. In order to
accomplish these God-set works, we may all
have to develop camel knees. Amen.

