
Message:  “How Faith Becomes Full”

Scripture Lesson:  James 2:1-17 

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord 

Jesus Christ? 
2
For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a 

poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, 
3
and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine 

clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you say, “Stand there,” or, 

“Sit at my feet,” 
4
have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil 

thoughts? 
5
Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be 

rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? 
6
But you 

have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into 

court? 
7
Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you?

8
You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.” 
9
But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as 

transgressors. 
10
For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for 

all of it. 
11
For the one who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” 

Now if you do not commit adultery but if you murder, you have become a transgressor of the 

law. 
12
So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 

13
For judgment will be 

without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.

14
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can 

faith save you? 
15
If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 

16
and one of you says to them, 

“Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the 

good of that? 
17
So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.

I have to start off with a confession this morning – that this past week, I 

got mad.  Really mad.  Road rage mad.  And yes, it was while I was driving my car 

around town, running errands.

I was stopped at a corner trying to turn right onto Reserve Street.  Now, 

there are many forms of hell in the world, but none seems quite as infuriating as 

the traffic on Reserve street.  Especially around noon time, which is when I 

attempted my right turn.  I waited, and waited, and waited; I waited for several 

cycles of red lights where the traffic is so tight and the people are so intent upon 

getting where they are going that they will not let anyone in……..in any event, I 

could feel my mental temperature rising.  So I sat there for about three hours 

waiting for the chance to merge onto Reserve (OK, maybe I’m exaggerating a bit; 

but it felt like it!) – and, outrage of all outrages, someone starts honking at me!  I 

looked in the rearview mirror to see a mile-long trail of vehicles behind me, and I 

was angered that someone would not recognize that I was helpless to move – in 

front of me was one of those huge, brand-new diesel pickup trucks with a double 

cab, huge oversize mud tires, flaming red paint job, and accessory hood thingies 

that shouted out “someone has money to burn!”  I have to confess that when I see 

an overindulgence of finances being poured into a vehicle that makes no sense for 

city transportation, getting three gallons to the mile and spewing out black smoke 



from the tailpipe and with a wheelbase so long that it takes up half a city block  – 

well, I get a little perturbed, and have to admit to an automatic attitudinal 

grimace towards said driver.

In any event, there I was, being honked at, facing an insurmountable barrier 

of a pickup truck, growing in my resentment of the whole situation – when I finally 

realized, in casting a judgmental glance in the direction of the driver of that huge, 

ridiculous pickup truck – that he was honking. He was honking at me.  He was 

honking at me and gesturing.  Gesturing for me to enter in front of him; he was 

allowing me entrance into the nightmare Reserve Street quagmire.  He, the one I 

had summed up as particularly off base – he was being monumentally more graceful 

than I.

It’s amazing how quickly perception can change sometimes, isn’t it?  And how 

ashamed we can be that we could be so wrong about someone?  Someone who had 

the particular look of someone off-base or calloused, yet who demonstrates 

nothing less than generosity towards the one doing the judging?

Now my traffic incident is a very first world problem, yet it identifies with 

the universal tendency of us to judge others based on insufficient information – 

and so far as judgment goes, judgment of the person’s inner disposition and innate 

worth, our information is always insufficient.  This is the point the author of 

James is trying to make; that we should not show partiality; that we are not 

qualified to judge another; that we need to leave the work of justification to one 

greater than ourselves.  Fancy truck or beat-up jalopy; regal dress or shabby rags; 

we are never to judge the soul of another.

But we would be amiss if we left it there, for James clearly does not.  We, in 

the Christian faith, are very keen to agree with the admonition against judging, 

and have as an ideal that we are to treat each and every person on earth with 

equal attention, affirmation, and love.  But James is very clear here that God has 

set a priority in his heart, one that God asks us to take as a priority for ourselves.  

James puts it this way:  “Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in 

faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him?”  

Later in the passage, the implication is even more powerful, when James says 

“
14
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not 

have works? Can faith save you? 
15
If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily 

food, 
16
and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and 

yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 
17
So faith by 

itself, if it has no works, is dead.”



We have come to believe that to be a Christian means to show no partiality 

towards anyone; but God definitely does show partiality towards some – God’s 

heart is somehow tied more closely to those who struggle, who are poor, who 

suffer, who are oppressed, who are afflicted.  God prioritizes the vulnerable, and 

asks that we do the same.  For the person of faith in Christ, this is not optional.

Kurt Vonnegut said something that made a valid point about our selectivity 

regarding our faith – how we often pick and choose parts of the belief in Jesus 

which don’t cramp our style too much.  In his book of essays The Man without a 
Country, Vonnegut wrote that “For some reason the most vocal Christians among 

us never mention the Beatitudes. But often, with tears in their eyes, they demand 

that the Ten Commandments be posted in public buildings. And of course that’s 

Moses, not Jesus. I haven’t heard one of them demand that the Sermon on the 

Mount, the Beatitudes, be posted anywhere.”

The reason would seem to be clear – the beatitudes reflect the great 

reversal God has in mind, prioritizing the poor in spirit, the mournful, merciful, 

the peacemakers; and God’s reversal would challenge the partiality we have 

towards those who look like us, think like us, and live like us, or the ideals therein.  

It’s as if James is saying to us, “if you want to see the true God in life, go to 

where God lives most directly – with the have-nots of this world.”  

“Show no partiality,” says James – referring to the treatment of one person 

better than another for the sake of convenience or familiarity or appearances.  

“Be partial to the poor,” says James – referring to the greater need they have as 

they live in the shadows of pain, struggle, and challenge.  The two are not 

inconsistent, if we consider the bias of unconditional love – to be given first to 

those who have not been loved sufficiently.

Rev. Dr. Thomas G. Long is professor emeritus of preaching at Candler School 

of Theology; I end with his words on the subject:  “God is not impartial; God 

chooses the weak and establishes justice. The church is called not to even-

handedness but instead to let the light of Christ disclose genuine worth. 

James’s point is not to encourage the ushers to smile with equal warmth toward 

all who come to worship but instead to remind the church that in the economy 

of God’s grace, the very ones for whom the world has little regard have become 

the guests of honor in the household of God.”


