
Sermon – August 29,  2021 

By The Rev. Canon Dr. Lorne Mitchell  

May our reflections on scripture this day inspire us to be 

strong followers of Jesus in both word and action. Amen.  

For the next three Sundays, we will be treated to readings 

from the wonderful letter of James’ This letter has a 

number of remarkable features. First of all, it is not 

written to a particular group, as Paul often did. This is a 

general letter, written to all the Christian churches 

throughout the dispersion – In other words, the cities and 

towns all around the Mediterranean where the Jewish 

people had dispersed to over the years.  

 

The letter begins like this:  James, a servant of God and of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, 

  To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: 

  Greetings. 

 

The reference to the twelve tribes is a strong indication 

that James sees the Christian church as the heir of Israel – 

a true continuation of the Jewish spiritual tradition. And 

by calling himself a servant of God and of Jesus Christ, he 

immediate underlines a theme throughout his message - 

that we as Christians are called to actively serve one 

another in the midst of life’s trials and in doing so, we are 

servants of Jesus Christ. 



 

The letter itself is an excellent example of themes and 

variations from the “Sermon on the Mount.”  

 

At the beginning of the letter he says:  

 

My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any 

kind, consider it nothing but joy, 3because you know that 

the testing of your faith produces endurance; 4and let 

endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature 

and complete, lacking in nothing.  1:2-4 

 

Compare with this from the Sermon on the Mount in the 

Gospel of Matthew: 

 

11 "Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute 

you and utter all kinds of evil against you falselyb on my 

account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets 

who were before you.  5:11-12 

 

James’ was speaking to Christians who were now living 

between two worlds: The world of traditional Judaism and 

The world of the Gentiles, the Romans and Greeks. And 

because of this, James is very concerned about reminding 

these Christians about how they ought to live. James 

assumes that his hearers already have Christian faith, but 

there is much emphasis on putting this faith into action. 



 

For example James writes: 

 

22Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who 

deceive themselves. 

 

27Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, is this: 

to care for orphans and widows in their distress, 

and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 

 

17Every generous act of giving, with every 

perfect gift, is from above, coming down from 

the Father of lights, with whom there is no 

variation or shadow due to change. 

 

So in other words, be generous in your actions toward 

others just as God in heaven has been generous toward 

you. Be an instrument of God’s compassion and 

generosity. Let the perfect gift from above flow through 

you by every generous act you do… 

 

This same theme continues on later in the letter when 

James says: 

 

You do well if you really fulfil the royal law according 

to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbour 

as yourself.” But if you show partiality, you 

commit sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 



 

In other words, put your faith in action. Be an instrument 

of God’s compassion and generosity, and do so without 

any partiality. This is what it is to live as a Christian says 

James. 

 

------- 

 

For those who have grown up in the church, we can 

sometimes forget how radical this call to Christian living 

was. In the time of James, Peter and Paul, when Christians 

actually started practicing this, some pretty amazing 

things started to happen. Barriers between certain groups 

of people started to soften and disappear.  

 

People began to think more and more as though every 

person had intrinsic worth regardless of their background 

and situation in life. Rich, poor – slave, free – Gentile or 

Jew. All were now one in the love of God made known to 

us in Jesus Christ.  

 

In other words – everyone belongs. This was pretty 

radical. And yet it is such an important part of who we 

have become as a society and culture in the western 

world.   

 

It is why the British abolished slavery. It is why 

Canadians feel that universal healthcare is so important. It 



is why Christian organizations such as the Primates World 

Relief and Development Fund has worked for over 50 

years to provide help to people on the other side of the 

country or the other side of the world – people we don’t 

even know. 

 

But as I mentioned in my sermon a few weeks ago, these 

values that we have come to cherish are not immune to 

erosion. Every once in a while, I see examples in our 

society where compassion and generosity are only shown 

to a select few. Partiality is popping up here, there and 

everywhere – and what is really disturbing is that some 

people think of it as entirely normal and appropriate. 

 

When we start hearing people say they are not going to 

talk to or respect anyone outside their select group … then 

we’re in trouble. When that happens then what our society 

is saying is that not everyone fully belongs. James has 

harsh words for those who start to think this way, so 

beware - he says, 

 

 “But if you show partiality, you 

commit sin and are convicted by the law as 

transgressors.” 

 

It seems pretty clear to me that without a strong spiritual 

tradition, our society is slipping back into a pre-Christian 

mode of living. A mode of living where it is accepted that 



some people have more rights than others or some people 

belong in this world more than others.  

 

You and I need to step up to the plate and say clearly that 

his is totally unacceptable… in fact it’s sinful.  So as 

James’ says,  

 

22Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who 

deceive themselves. 

 

27Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, is this: 

to care for orphans and widows in their distress, 

and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 

 

Let’s be doers of the word. Let’s continue to be 

instruments of God’s compassion and generosity – and do 

so without partiality. Let’s continue to be the yeast in our 

community that reminds them that everyone belongs. 

 

INFSHS. Amen. 

 

The Rev. Canon Dr. Lorne Mitchell 


