
“Don’t Just Tell Me – Show Me!” 

James 2:1-17 

One Sunday morning a man entered a church just before the service was to begin. He was 

wearing a worn and ragged shirt and jeans. The church he entered was in a very upscale and 

exclusive part of the city. It was the largest and most beautiful church the man had ever seen. It 

had high cathedral ceilings, elaborate pipe organ, beautiful stained-glass windows, plush carpet 

and velvet-like cushioned pews. The building must have cost millions of dollars to build and 

maintain. The people of the congregation were all dressed in the finest and most expensive 

suits, dresses, shoes and jewelry the man had ever witnessed. As the poorly dressed man took a 

seat, others looked at him indifferently. No one greeted him. No one welcomed him. No one 

offered a handshake. No one spoke to him. As the man was leaving the church, the minister 

approached him with these words. “We do have a dress code in this church. Before you come 

back in here again, have a talk with God and ask God what God thinks would be appropriate 

attire for worship.” The man assured the minister he would do that and left. The very next 

Sunday morning the man showed back up for the service wearing the same ragged jeans and 

shirt. Before service began, the minister noticed the man and had a short talk with him. “I 

thought I asked you to speak to God before you came back to this church,” the minister said. “I 

did,” replied the man. “God told me that God wouldn’t have the slightest idea what was 

appropriate attire for worshiping in this church. God has never even been in here.”  

In the next couple of Sundays, I will be preaching sermons based on the Letter of James. To 

gauge the significance of James, we need to know what this letter is not: it’s not an account or a 

story about Jesus, it does not offer a high falutin theological statement, it is not a book that will 

make readers feel at home or comfortable. I was introduced to James as a seminary student in 

the Philippines when I took a course on liberation theology. A scholar and feminist theologian 

named Elsa Tamez wrote a book called the “Scandalous Message of James”. The Mexican -

born Tamez stresses that James is speaking to Christians who were literally poor and oppressed 

by the affluent and the powerful. She put a spin on liberation theology in her interpretation of 

the letter of James after witnessing the wide gap between the rich and the poor in many 



countries of Latin America. Tamez emphasizes that the teachings of Jesus have its primary 

focus in reaching out to the poor, the marginalized and the oppressed.  

In today’s reading, James is writing to a church wrestling with a series of internal problems: 

favoritism is one of them! It is interesting to note that the Greek word for favoritism literally 

means “to lift up your face.” You show favoritism for a person by lifting up your face. You 

would lift up your eyes, lift up your head, lift up your smile, and your expressive face would 

come alive.  The word is not new to us – even in the Bible we read stories portraying different 

flavours of favoritism! Remember the story of Joseph the dreamer, favoured by his father Jacob 

who was given a rainbow-coloured coat? What about the story between twin brothers Jacob and 

Esau – Jacob being favoured by his mother Rebekah who managed to steal his brother’s 

birthright? What about Cain & Abel – Abel’s offering of burnt animals was favoured more by 

God than Cain’s offering of fruits and produce from the earth – which led to Cain’s rage and the 

death of Abel. Didn’t we have a sense all throughout the Hebrew scripture that God favours the 

people of Israel more than any tribe on the earth calling them God’s “covenant people”. This 

did not sit well with some of the social justice prophets like Micah and Amos who questioned 

God’s preference over Israel. Later on, Jesus in the gospel stories proclaims that God’s love and 

grace are for everyone – Jews and Gentiles alike. God’s blessings are for all, even those we may 

consider the outsider.  

Then enter James too with his marks of protest: "My sisters and brothers, as believers in our 

glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism" (James 2:1). When we play favoritism, 

writes James, we "discriminate and become judges." And when we judge, we've put ourselves 

in the place of God, which is idolatry. James’ words make sense. How easily of us to judge, 

discriminate, and play favorites for many reasons — race, religion, gender, intelligence, 

politics, social status, physical looks, all comes to mind. James uses the example of Christians 

who favoured the rich over the poor. Rick Morley calls it “the bigotry of class”.  

James witnessed how in his church the rich and affluent were given proper recognition while 

the poor were cast aside. So one day, James wrote a letter of protest to the ministers and elders 

and members of that church. In some traditional churches there is set seating to recognise those 



who have rank and in fact one of the reasons why the Methodist founder John Wesley originally 

fell out with the established church was that he complained about such hierarchies from the 

pulpit. Clearly this has caused problems in the Christian Church from the beginning. The gold 

rings on the fingers James refers to was indeed the standard way many of the wealthy 

demonstrated their power and position. In his autobiography, Mahatma Gandhi wrote that 

during his student days he read the Gospels seriously and considered converting to Christianity. 

He believed that in Jesus he could find the solution to the caste system that was dividing the 

people of India. So one Sunday he decided to attend a service at a nearby church and talk to the 

minister about becoming a Christian. When he entered the sanctuary, however, the usher 

refused to give him a seat and suggested that he go worship with his own people. Gandhi left 

the church and never returned, “If Christians have caste differences also,” he said, “I might as 

well remain a Hindu.” 

There are many Jameses in the early Christian church and we’re not sure which one the writer 

is. Some scholars believed him to be James, the brother of Jesus, who became a prominent 

leader in the early Christian church after Jesus died. Some scholars say he was a church leader 

in the early formation of the Christian church. Whoever he was he didn’t like what he saw in 

church that day that his protest letter ends up in the Bible with this foundational message: 

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

faith save you?” If Elsa Tamez was a pro-James, Martin Luther, the Father of Reformation, on 

the other hand was not a big fan. He called The Letter of James a “right strawy epistle.” Luther 

based the Reformation on the teachings of Paul, on phrases such as sola scriptura (“by Scripture 

alone”), sola fide (“by faith alone”), and sola gratia (“by grace alone”). But we know that the 

Bible is an anthology that does not speak in one voice, and the prophetic letter of James is one 

of the many voices that counter the idea that one can be saved by “grace or faith alone.” In 

Paul’s teachings, it is faith, not works which saves. For James, it is faith through works that 

counts. James isn’t making a great theological point here. He’s merely looking at the behaviour 

of the people in his church, and he’s saying that he doesn’t see much faith if you ill-treat the 

poor of your congregation. Everyone knows how to recite creeds and doctrines of faith by 

heart… everyone gets so passionate when they recite.. “I Believe” or “We are not alone – we 



live in God’s world.” But James is saying - to articulate one’s faith is not enough. Faith must be 

seen in action, in deeds, in works. If you say, I believe in God, then show your belief by 

spreading God’s love to others. Playing favorites is easy; loving indiscriminately is hard. So 

James is telling us – “Don’t just tell me – show me! “This is exactly what James means when he 

asks, "Can faith save you?" He is not talking about the concerns Luther brought to the text—the 

state of one’s soul in the after-life. James is asking about the welfare of our bodies and souls 

here and now - with an abundance of God’s grace through acts of kindness, love, compassion. 

Faith is in vain when we are indifferent to human need. That kind of faith is simply belief, and 

belief that is not put into action is like a body without a spirit; it is dead according to James.  

The famous U2 singer Bono is one that I would consider as a modern James. In 2006, Bono 

made these powerful remarks at a National Prayer Breakfast: “Look, whatever thoughts you 

have about God, who God is or if God exists, most will agree that if there is a God, God has a 

special place for the poor. In fact, the poor are where God lives. Check Judaism. Check Islam. 

Check pretty much anyone. I mean, God may well be with us in our mansions on the hill… I 

hope so. God may well be with us as in all manner of controversial stuff… maybe, maybe not… 

But the one thing we can all agree, all faiths and ideologies, is that God is with the vulnerable 

and poor. God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house… God is in the 

silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives… God 

is in the cries heard under the rubble of war… God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and 

lives, and God is with us if we are with them.” 

So, as we begin this new season of our church life here at BCUC, we need to listen to James as 

he asks these questions: "What does real faith look like to you?" Who is it you welcome? Can 

you claim to have faith in God if that faith does not translate into actions that reflect the 

teachings of Jesus whom you believe? What is the hallmark of the Christian life—faith or 

works? Friends, it is not enough simply to believe. Nor is it enough simply to do good deeds. 

Faith or Works?—in truth, you cannot have one without the other; neither is authentic without 

the other. The hallmark of a follower of Jesus is neither faith nor works; the hallmark of being a 

Christian is faith with works!  Don’t just tell me – show me! Amen.  


