
Not in part - but the whole.  5 Sept 2021. 

One of the rules that we had to get used to in 

the military was that if one member of a unit 

in training screwed up, the whole unit was 

punished.  This seemed at the outset to be 

very unfair. 

It was rather like if one dog chews up a cat 

that dares to saunter across a dog park, then 

the whole dog park is closed, and no more fun 

for your hounds. 

We came to realize that it was all about team 

building in the military, and you did your best 

not to let your team-mates down.  It also built 

a sense of corporate pride - a form of pride 

that comes from achievement, and not, in that 

sense, a deadly sin - so long as it doesn’t get 

overweening. 

There was the silly occasion when we were 

living on the farm before we moved here, when 

Gracie chased and caught a small goat.  

Fortunately, I managed to convince her that 

goat was not on her menu for that day, and 

apologized profusely to the farmer, who told 

me in a rather nonchalant way, “ Oh, worse 

things can happen to goats around here.”  By 

which he meant cougars. 

However, not long afterwards, Gracie caught 

the same goat again and gave it a really good 

shaking and would doubtless have killed it if I 
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hadn’t managed to prize her jaws off the 

animal in time.  One other person, somewhat 

mentally challenged, living in a trailer on the 

farm too, tried to kick Gracie and swore he’d 

get his gun and shoot her.  I informed him that 

if he attempted either, he had better get 

used to hospital food - or some such thinly-

veiled threat. 

I am pleased to report that two things 

happened after that in fairly quick succession; 

The goat was seen to be alive, if rather 

traumatized, and the mentally-challenged 

individual must have had a rare moment of 

clarity and came to conclusion that a prolonged 

stay in the orthopaedic ward of Abbotsford 

Regional Hospital was not on his bucket list. 

Nevertheless, the whole team was banned 

from ever meeting again, which is really what 

should have happened following the first 

incident.  With a simple rearrangement of 

fences and gates, and an agreement as to when 

the goats were going to pasture - and in which 

- and the problem was solved. 

Ironically, not a couple of months later, a large 

bear came into the top pasture and made off 

with the only billy goat for his supper.  That’s 

life in the wild, and I had pointed out that 

Gracie is part wolf. 

I will not dwell any longer on the capric or 

ursine encounters of farm life in Mission, but 

only say that the inclusivity of blaming all for 

2



the wrong-doing of one is relevant to our 

epistle of today, although in a rather inverted 

way. 

There is a sentence that may have passed you 

by in James 2, and it is verse 10, which says, 

‘For whoever stumbles at just one point of the 

law is guilty of breaking all of it.’ 

Now that’s got to make all of us feel pretty 

darned uncomfortable.  Just imagine coming up 

before Judge Wendy for - say - lifting a stick 

of chewing gum off the stack as you were 

waiting for your turn at the check-out. 

Now theft, as I understand it, is regarded as a 

crime; so what if Judge Wendy suddenly said, 

“Well, you may be here for theft of a stick of 

chewing gum, but breaking one law means 

breaking them all, so I’m going to send you 

down for GBH, murder, rape, kidnapping, and 

fraud as well.  How d’you like them apples?  By 

the way, would you like to borrow my copy of 

‘Crime and Punishment’?  Dostoevsky is a laugh 

a minute.” 

Joking apart, this is a statement to be 

wrestled with.  What is being said here? 

I think what we are being asked to understand 

is that James is saying we must appreciate 

that breaking any part of what he calls the 

‘royal law’ in verse 8, is a contravention against 

the whole principle of the two main laws of 
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Scripture - namely, ‘Love God, and love your 

neighbour as yourself.’ 

So, in whatever way you break the law, you are, 

in that sense, guilty of being a generic law-

breaker.  James just rubs salt into his point to 

make it more memorable. 

This isn’t going to make us feel comfortable, 

and we are still going to have a sense of ‘not 

fair’ - at least, I am. 

However, there is an obverse argument that 

Jesus puts before us.  Jesus tells us that 

when we come to God in penitence for our sins 

(in religious jargon) - or to apologise for our 

screwing up (in more understandable modern 

parlance) , we will be exonerated, forgiven, 

cleared of blame, let off the hook.  And not 

just for that particular screw-up or misdeed - 

but for all our misdeeds - if we accept that 

Jesus’ sacrifice of himself was made on our 

behalf.  ‘He is the propitiation for our sins,’ 1 

John tells us.  This means that Jesus is our 

atonement, our act of appeasement towards 

God the Father. 

This need for atonement is very Jewish in 

custom and the topic for another sermon 

later, but for now please accept that in Jesus’ 

day it was necessary for blood to be shed in 

order for sins to be forgiven. 
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This is made abundantly clear in Leviticus 17: 

11, where it is written, ‘For the life of a 

creature is in the blood, and I have given it to 

you to make atonement for yourselves on the 

altar; it is blood that makes atonement for 

one’s life.’  This is echoed in Hebrews 9: 22, 

where the writer says, ‘without the shedding 

of blood, there is no forgiveness of sins.’ 

So what we have here is what looks like a ‘Get 

out of Jail free’ card; Matthew 6: 14 says,’“For 

if you forgive other people when they sin 

against you, your heavenly Father will also 

forgive you.”’  When asked by his disciples how 

many times they should go on forgiving their 

brother, Jesus answers, ‘Seventy times seven.’  

NOT, note, seventy-seven times.  That is NOT 

what the Greek says - and it’s important 

because seven is a special number in the bible 

for many reasons, and ‘seventy times seven’ 

was a way of saying ‘an infinite number of 

times.’ 

The point being that Jesus is clearing our 

whole debt, not just part of it; as we heard in 

the wonderful rendition of the song, ‘It is well 

with my soul,’ the verse goes:- 

‘My sin, oh the bliss of this glorious thought 

My sin, not in part, but the whole  

Is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more 

Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!’ 
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I think that Jesus wanted to bring to an end 

the practice of sacrificing of animals as 

atonement for wrongdoing, as it in no way 

meant that any true repentance or forgiveness 

had occurred.  That is why he said in his 

sermon on the mount (Matt 5:23-24) that if 

you hold a grudge against your brother then 

you must not give your gift or sacrifice up to 

the altar until you have made your peace with 

your brother. 

This isn’t always easy; psychologists generally 

define forgiveness as a conscious, deliberate 

decision to release feelings of resentment or 

vengeance toward a person or group who has 

harmed you, regardless of whether they 

actually deserve your forgiveness. . . . 

Forgiveness does not mean forgetting, nor 

does it mean condoning or excusing offences. 

What it does mean is letting go of the 

bitterness and resentment that is eating you 

up from the inside.  Then you can go back to 

trying to love your neighbour as yourself. 

In this way, what we are looking at is James 

saying that any misdemeanour that we commit 

against our fellow man is, in essence, a failure 

in keeping the ‘royal’ law of loving our 

neighbour as ourself. 

Jesus can free us from this bind by his 

offering of himself - as he said, ‘Greater love 
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has no-one than this, that he lay down his life 

for his friends.’ 

In James, our behaviour totally condemns us; 

in Jesus, we are totally pardoned. 

You may be asking yourself - as I have on many 

occasions - but have I been really so bad that 

I should be condemned to death?  Surely 

Judge Wendy won’t be asking for the black 

cap? 

Probably not - so why then did Jesus have to 

die for me? 

And that - as they say - is a whole other story.  

Come next week to find out. 
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