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The scripture reading this morning is one that figures prominently a theological 
debate that has gone on among Christians since the first century.  We talk about 
receiving salvation through Jesus Christ, but the critical question is, “how?”  Is it 
because of what we believe, or what we do?  No matter which you believe, there 
are critically important follow-on questions that can’t be ignored.  If we’re saved by 
faith alone, does that mean we never have to do anything to call ourselves 
“Christian?”  And if we’re saved by what we do, does that mean that what you can 
believe whatever you want, and still call yourself “Christian?” 

The religion of the Israelites where Christianity has its roots had a pretty clear 
shared understanding of the behaviors that identified them.  They were defined by 
adherence to countless laws.  But Christ changed all that.  The Apostle Paul tells 
us in his letter to the Romans that Christ came to be “the end of the law, that every 
one who has faith may be justified.” (Romans 10:4)  

Christ told us that we need to believe.  But at the same time, Christ did claim 
authority as a lawgiver.  He also affirmed some one of the Hebrew laws.  Christ 
called two of them the greatest commandments: "You shall love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…  And a second 
is like it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” (Matt 37-39)   Now this helpful, 
as far as it goes.  But they do raise their own question.  Can you love God and 
neighbor without actually doing anything? 

This particular section of the epistle of James takes us into that very interesting 
theological territory – the relationship between what we believe, and what we do.  
As Protestants, and Methodists, we believe that we are saved by our faith alone.  
In fact, an emphasis in the Catholic Church on works as a means of salvation is 
one of the reasons we are here today, because it was largely this focus that a 
priest named Martin Luther was rebelling against when he began the Protestant 
Reformation in the year 1517.  

Throughout history, proponents of what we call “works righteousness” have loved 
to point to these verses in James to bolster their argument that we can earn our 
salvation.  But James really never says that the things we do are the means by 
which we are saved.  In fact, he encourages us to “humbly accept the word 
planted in you, which can save you.” (James 1:21)   
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James is clearly saying here that works are important, too.  Without them, our faith 
is barren.  But James is not saying that the good things we do are the proof of our 
faith.  What they are is the result of a vital faith.  If our faith in God is living and 
growing – if we love God – then we will be doing the things that are important to 
God.  Our love for our neighbor will be an active, and not a passive, love.  

So what should we be doing?  Well, James says that religion that is pleasing in 
God’s sight is this: to keep ourselves from being corrupted by the world, and to 
look after orphans and widows. 

Wait a minute. Orphans and widows?  James’ directions do seem to be a bit 
narrowly focused, without some historical context.  Thinking back on the stories of 
the Old Testament, it’s easy to see a strong sense of community.  It’s important to 
recognize that in this male-dominated society, where only men were permitted to 
own property or engage in commerce of any kind, any individual’s economic well-
being and connection to the community depended on their connection to the 
patriarch of their family.   

A widow or fatherless child had no connection to a propertied male, and therefore 
no means of support.  Widows and orphans were literally people without a 
community; without any social, political, or economic power.  They almost, in a 
sense, ceased to exist as people. 

Widows and orphans faced a dangerous existence.  If the community as a whole 
did not step up to help them, being a widow or a fatherless child could mean death 
by starvation.  Widows and orphans in the Biblical culture represented people who 
could not possibly be more marginalized. 

There was therefore a special place in God’s heart and in Jewish law for orphans 
and widows.  The law specifies that they be protected, and their needs met.  
Among countless Biblical references, the book of Deuteronomy requires that every 
third year a tithe of one tenth of each person’s produce be given to the fatherless 
and the widows.  Further, it says, “When you are harvesting in your field and 
overlook a sheaf, do not go back and get it.  Leave it for the stranger, the 
fatherless and the widow.”  (Interestingly, the stranger, with no source of support in 
the community, is nearly always included in this group.  Something to remember 
when you see a new face here at First Church!) 

In fact, harming widows, fatherless children, or strangers is about the worst thing 
that someone could be guilty of in the Jewish society.  So James, himself a 
Hebrew, is not merely using orphans and widows as an example of people in need 
of help.  He is sending a message that anyone in his time would understand 
immediately.  What Christians do is to care for all the marginalized of society: the 
poor, the homeless, the sick and infirm, the dispossessed – those whom society 
has labeled “non-persons.”  
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You see, God’s law recognizes that, as part of a creation literally “loved into being” 
by its creator, each of us is a person of sacred value, and deserves to be treated 
that way. We are all, in James’ words, “a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” 
(James 1:18)  The minimal manifestation of that realization – of that understanding 
of the sacred worth of all people – has a name.  We call it “justice.”  So in very few 
words, James is speaking volumes.  In this small “code phrase” about taking care 
of widows and orphans, James is telling us what our faith should impel us to do.  
Our aim should be justice and compassion for every one, every time. 

But the teachings of Christ take us beyond justice to a radical bias in favor of those 
without power.  Christ’s equality is not equality at all, but a turning of this world on 
its ear, of the mighty brought low, the powerless raised up, and the wisdom of the 
wise made foolish.   

Luke tells us about a time when Jesus was invited to a meal at the home of a 
Pharisee. “Jesus said also to the man who had invited him, ‘When you give a 
dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your kinsmen or 
rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return, and you be repaid. But when you 
give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind, and you will be 
blessed, because they cannot repay you. You will be repaid at the resurrection of 
the just.’" (Luke 14:12-14)   Widows and orphans are one thing, but inviting the 
poor, the maimed, and the lame?  That is exactly the kind of egalitarianism that 
Christ asks us to practice.  That is exactly the command of Jesus that we have just 
announced to our community that we are committed to.  

Some of you who look closely at the bulletin may think you have caught us in a 
typo in today’s sermon title.  Sorry to disappoint you, but the title is written the way 
I intended it, although I acknowledge that it is incorrect.  But it could be made right 
in one of two ways.  The question is, “which way?”  Should we correct it by putting 
a space between “In” and “Action?”  Or do we correct it by placing a small “a” in 
the word “action?”  Will we exemplify “Christianity in action,” or “Christianity 
inaction?”  That’s the choice.  What James is really saying today is that for those 
of us who have experienced the love of a God who is the source of every good 
gift, there is no choice to make. 

So how do we become doers of the word, and not simply hearers?  Perhaps, 
borrowing a phrase from the popular culture, we “just do it.”  The Reverend Jesse 
Jackson once offered some sage advice.  It’s something that James might well 
have appended to his letter: "It is easier to walk your way into a new way of 
thinking than to think your way into a new way of walking.”  So let’s just do it. 


