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 As I hope you picked up last week, I am a passionate proponent of the Book 
of James. I am convinced it is one of the most important books for contemporary 
Christians to read, study, and live by. Besides the 4 Gospels themselves, the Book 
of James is probably the best summary we have of the core of Jesus’ teaching.  
 Today I want to focus on the central and most significant theme of James’s 
little book, and to do that, I will borrow an expression: Actions speak louder than 
words. If you want to know what James’s little book is about, more than anything 
else, it is that actions speak louder than words. James was determined to get his 
brother’s followers DOING what his brother taught – not just sitting around 
discussing it…not arguing about it...not analyzing it…but DOING it. In our second 
reading this morning, we heard James say, “Do not merely listen to the word and 
deceive yourselves. DO what it says.”  
 Scholars believe that James wrote this somewhere around 50 A.D., which 
means Jesus had been gone for about 17 years. You can tell that Jesus’s little 
brother had grown frustrated in the years since his brother died. And what James 
was frustrated about was the fact that the various Christian communities that had 
sprung up as a result of Jesus’s ministry were all talking a pretty good game but 
not living one. In other words, James was frustrated by Christian hypocrisy. Sound 
familiar? Has that every frustrated you? 
 James used a very interesting analogy to make this point in verses 23-24 of 
Chapter 1. He writes “Anyone who listens to Jesus’s words but doesn’t live them 
is like a person who looks at himself in the mirror, and then walks away, 
immediately forgetting what he looked like.” It’s a curious analogy, isn’t it? So, 
let’s play with it a bit. If I look at myself in the mirror – and I’ll admit I’ve made a 
real effort in the last few years NOT to look at myself in the mirror, for I think a 
big part of me would actually like to forget what I look like. But I digress. So let’s 
say I look at myself in the mirror really carefully. What do I see? What do I notice? 
Well, I don’t know about you, but the first thing I notice is that I don’t see into the 
mirror as clearly as I used to. Things have become a bit blurry! Then, once my 
eyes adjust, I start to notice my flaws. As I look in the mirror, my eyes go right to 
these bags under my eyes and these heavy, wrinkled eyelids that seem to be 
weighing down on and closing my eyes a little more every day. Then I notice that 
the number of dark colored beard hairs has dropped precipitously, while the 



number of gray colored beard hairs has really skyrocketed! So if I were to walk 
away from that mirror and forget all of those observations, forget my blemishes, 
forget my flaws, I suppose I might be tempted to criticize someone else’s 
appearance, someone else whose face and body are showing the signs of aging. If 
I forget what I look like in the mirror, I might be tempted to feel superior or to be 
more critical of someone else’s appearance. In short, I might forget to be humble 
and compassionate toward those who might not like what they see in the mirror.  
 The older I get, the more I realize that mirrors really only exist for one 
reason, and that’s to keep us humble. Seriously! Have you ever noticed that 
literally NO ONE likes the way they look in the mirror – not even supermodels and 
movie stars? It’s like we are only able to see our flaws when we look in a mirror. 
So, James’s analogy works, doesn’t it? As long as we remember what we see 
when we look into our mirrors, we’re a lot more likely to be positive and 
encouraging to others who are looking into their mirrors, not liking what they see. 
 Does James’s analogy here remind you of anything Jesus said?... “Judge not 
lest you also be judged.” “Why do you criticize the speck in your neighbor’s eye 
when you seem to have a log in your own eye?” Jesus had no tolerance for people 
who couldn’t see their own flaws but still managed to have 20-20 X-ray vision 
when it came to seeing other people’s flaws. Jesus never wanted his followers to 
say one thing and do another, or to talk about his teachings when they could be 
living them. And the best way to avoid hypocrisy is to look in the mirror, noticing 
not only our physical flaws, but far more importantly, our character flaws, and 
then to remember them humbly as we go about our lives in the world. 
 James gets right to the heart of his brother’s gospel in chapter two, verses 
14 and following. “What good is it if a person has faith but no deeds?” This is the 
entire essence of Jesus’ message – faith without works – faith without concrete 
acts of love out there in the world – is utterly worthless. To drive his brother’s 
point home, James writes, “Suppose you run into a person out there with no 
clothes and no food, and you say, ‘Go in peace. I wish you well; may you be warm 
and well fed,’ but you do nothing about this person’s physical needs, what good 
have you done?” James’s teaching and its meaning are so obvious, that he barely 
needs to say it. But just to make sure we get the point and remember his 
brother’s gospel, James says, “Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is 
dead! Belief means nothing,” James writes, “for even the devil believes!” 
 Now there is a reason that brother James felt so strongly about the 
worthlessness of faith without accompanying deeds. It has to do with one of his 
rival Christian leaders – the Apostle Paul. You remember Paul, right? He’s the one 



who managed to get hundreds of his pages into the New Testament, while James 
only managed a scant three. Paul is the one who went to great lengths to 
guarantee that he and only he would get to fill that void in leadership created by 
Jesus’s departure. How did Paul do that, you may ask? Well, Paul discovered very 
early on that Jesus’s message wasn’t going to play very well in a lot of places. Paul 
felt that Jesus’s pure gospel was too demanding, that it asked too much of its 
followers. So, Paul came up with a sure-fire way of attracting more followers to 
this emerging faith. He watered down the gospel, writing that the only thing that 
matters to God is faith. Paul argued that our actions and deeds are over-rated, 
and that all God really cares about is our faith, our beliefs. So, Paul put the word 
out that if we just believed the right things, we’d be saved, we’d go to heaven.” 
And guess what happened…? Millions and then billions of people came to 
Christianity. The only problem was – and is – that it wasn’t Jesus’s Christianity 
that they were coming to – it wasn’t even close! 
 The place where Paul most fully articulated his revised and watered-down 
gospel is in the fourth and fifth chapters of Romans. Listen to this excerpt from 
Paul’s bestselling letter, and you’ll hear for yourself exactly what it was that 
motivated James to write what he did and to write it so forcefully.  
 Paul writes, “The scripture says that Abraham believed God and it was 
credited to him as righteousness…It’s not what a man does but whether he trusts 
God that makes him righteous.” Paul went on to argue that King David said the 
same thing when he spoke of “the blessedness of the man to whom God credits 
righteousness apart from any works.” After his lengthy argument, Paul concludes, 
“It was not through the keeping of the law nor by any of his deeds that Abraham 
received the blessing of righteousness; it was solely through his faith.” Did you 
catch that – “solely through his faith” or his “beliefs”? Then Paul argues even 
further that Abraham’s belief-based blessing was not simply for Abraham, but 
Paul writes, for all of us! Paul claims that “if we believe in Him who raised Jesus 
from the dead, we will be credited as righteous people too.” Paul would go on 
later to say, “If we confess with our lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in our 
hearts that God raised him from the dead, we will be saved.” (Rom 10:9 
 Paul’s argument, folks, is a very dangerous one. Even if he meant well, 
which I’m sure he did, his bestseller – his watered down gospel - has led millions 
and millions of Christians to conclude exactly what James feared they would 
conclude – namely, that Jesus’s message was all about faith, was all about simply 
believing the right things. But James knew, better than anyone, that his brother’s 
message was way more about doing things! DOING things for people in need.  



 Folks, I became ordained as a pastor in 1987. That means I’ve put in over 33 
years in this business of trying to represent Jesus and to clarify his message for 
people. And if I had to say one thing that, in my 33 years, Christians have failed to 
grasp about Jesus, it’s that he didn’t care what people believed. What Jesus cared 
and still cares most deeply about is how we live – HOW…WE…LIVE - what we do 
with our time, what we do with our money, how we treat people, how we take 
care of those in need – the hungry, the lonely, the sick, the homeless. These are 
the questions that I wish the followers of Jesus would focus on. Spare me the 
arguments about whether Jesus was born of a virgin or not. I could care less 
whether the world was created in six days or six thousand years? I don’t think 
Jesus cares one bit what we call God. But what I know Jesus cared about then and 
still cares about now – and what his brother James tried to get us to care about in 
his little book – is actions. What do we DO with our lives – how do we treat 
people - what do we do for the least of these? 
 James knew his brother’s heart, folks. James knew Jesus’s full and authentic 
message. James knew – as all of us should know – that toward the very end of 
Jesus’s earthly ministry, he was asked what the final judgment would be like, and 
this is what Jesus said: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory…and all the 
nations are gathered before him, he will separate people like a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats…Then the king will say to those on his right, 
‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom 
prepared for you…For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat. I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me; I needed clothes and you clothed me; I was sick and you looked after me; I 
was in prison and you came to visit me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, 
‘Lord, when did we ever see you hungry and feed you or thirsty and give you 
drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in or needing clothes and 
clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ And the king will 
reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did to the least of these brothers and 
sisters of mine, you did for me.’” In talking about the final judgment, Jesus says 
NOTHING about beliefs. In that critical summary of his message, Jesus says 
NOTHING about beliefs. That is why his brother James’s book is all about action. 
 The great Notre Dame football coach and now legendary sportscaster Lou 
Holtz said it best: “When everything has been said and done, a lot more will have 
been said than done.” We followers of Jesus are supposed to be the ones getting 
things done – seeing to it with our actions that God’s will be done on earth as it is 
in heaven. May it be so. May we – with our actions - make it so! Amen. 




