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There are lots of lies we tell 

ourselves, the ones that say we are not 

good enough, the ones that say we 

will never amount to something, the 

ones that speak of unworthiness. But I 

am not going to talk about those 

today. I will just tell you, you are 

good enough. You are worthy and 

God has called you to a purpose. The 

lie that I want to talk about today is 

the one where we tell ourselves: 

We are doing everything we can to 

live out our faith. I am doing 

everything I can to live out my faith.  
  

There is an old story of Pastor 

Jeremiah Steepek who transformed 

himself into a homeless person and 

went to the 10,000-member church 

that he was to be introduced as the 

head pastor at that morning. He 

walked around his soon to be church 

for 30 minutes while it was filling 

with people for service...only 3 people 

out of the 7-10,000 people said hello 

to him. He asked people for change to 

buy food... NO ONE in the church 

gave him change. He went into the 

sanctuary to sit down in the front of 

the church and was asked by the 

ushers if he would please sit in the 

back. He greeted people to be greeted 

back with stares and dirty looks, with 

people looking down on him and 

judging him. As he sat in the back of 

the church, he listened to the church 

announcements and such. When all 

that was done, the elders went up and 

were excited to introduce the new 

pastor of the church to the 

congregation...."We would like to 

introduce to you Pastor Jeremiah 

Steepek"... The congregation looked 

around clapping with joy and 

anticipation...The homeless man 

sitting in the back stood up... and 

started walking down the aisle... the 

clapping stopped with ALL eyes on 

him... he walked up the altar and took 

the microphone from the elders (who 

were in on this) and paused for a 

moment.... then he recited "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 since the 

creation of the world. 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 invited me in, 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 see you hungry 

and feed you, or thirsty and give you 

something to 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 go to visit you?' "The King will 

reply, 'Truly I tell you, whatever you 

did for one of the least of these 

brothers and sisters of mine, you did 

for me.'" After he recited this, he 



looked towards the congregation and 

told them all what he had experienced 

that morning... many began to cry and 

many heads were bowed in shame... 

he then said... “Today I see a 

gathering of people... not a church of 

Jesus Christ. The world has enough 

people, but not enough disciples... 

when will YOU decide to become 

disciples?’” He then dismissed service 

until next week... Being a Christian is 

more than something you claim. It's 

something you live by and share with 

others. 
 

The ending sentence of this story 

reminds me of the passage from the 

book of James today. “Being a 

Christian is more than something you 

claim. It's something you live by and 

share with others.” 

 

The book of James is thought to be 

written by the brother of Jesus, who 

took over the ministries in Jerusalem 

after Jesus’ death. Originally, it is 

thought that this book was a sermon 

that James preached to the Jewish 

Christians in Jerusalem. After his 

martyr, it is thought that one of his 

followers made it into something that 

was passed around to uplift the Jesus 

followers in Jerusalem and to keep the 

voice of James alive.  

 

For James, this is more than a mission 

strategy, it is the core of the faith. Pay 

attention to how he begins this 

chapter: My brothers and sisters, do 

you with your acts of favoritism really 

believe in our glorious Lord Jesus 

Christ? (James 2:1 NRSV). Did you 

catch the shift in that single verse? 

“Do you not with your acts really 

believe . . .”  

 

This is the struggle that has bedeviled 

the church from the beginning: faith 

and works. We have too often turned 

this into a dichotomy or even a 

struggle – faith versus works. James 

wants nothing to do with such a false 

divide. With your acts, we see what 

you really believe. You can say you 

believe all kinds of things, but your 

life will bear witness to your beliefs, 

says James. 

 

We so often use the word believe to 

mean intellectual assent. To believe 

in something is to hold in our heads. 

Sometimes we use the word fact; 

sometimes we use the word truth. We 

hold these beliefs as truths in our 

heads. Certainly, that is about half 

right. There is an intellectual 

component in the concept of belief. 

But that isn’t the only element of 

belief. When John 3:16 declares that 

“whosoever believes,” it isn’t asking 

only for an intellectual assent to the 

idea of the Christ. It is asking for a 

life that reflects that core belief. It 

isn’t really asking “do you believe” 

but “are you willing to put your life 

on it?” “Does your life and your 

witness, do your actions and your 

words tell us that you believe that 

Jesus Christ is Lord of your life?” 



That’s what it means to believe in 

New Testament terms. 

 

For James, then, at the heart of 

believing is how we view and then 

treat others. Do we somehow see 

some as more worthy of grace than 

others? Do we act as though there are 

those among us who deserve a higher 

place, more attention, more service, 

than others? That’s what he is 

wrestling with here in our text for this 

week – making distinctions, giving 

preferential treatment to one over 

another. Key for James and the early 

church was the distinction between 

rich and poor. That was, in his view, 

what was tearing the church apart. 

Certainly, we have not changed too 

much from the descriptions he 

provides in this chapter. 

 

But we are required, yes, required, to 

point out other distinctions that we are 

making in the lives of our church 

today. Fundamentally, it is the 

distinction between those like us and 

those who are not like us. We give 

preferential treatment to those of our 

race, of our gender, of our orientation, 

and yes, our economic status. And in 

so doing, we are claiming that these 

“others” are not as worthy of God’s 

grace as we are. Our favoritism claims 

that they are not as deserving of a 

place at the table as we are. 

Distinction means that they are those 

whose voices need not be heard. No 

wonder James sees it as such a core 

issue of faith. 

He also, in this text, identifies the lie 

to the phrase “thoughts and prayers” 

as being an adequate response to 

human need. Certainly, we need to be 

in prayer for those who are hurting. 

Certainly, we need to be mindful of 

those who are suffering. But to 

believe that this relieves us of a 

responsibility to act is not adequate to 

the gospel we claim to believe. This is 

what brings the charge of dead faith 

from James. It is a faith that doesn’t 

act, doesn’t live out what is core 

belief. It is faith, James would argue, 

that isn’t faith. 

 

He isn’t saying that we are saved by 

our works. That has always been the 

warning in the midst of this. It is why 

Martin Luther was afraid of this letter. 

Luther feared that people would read 

it as saying that do enough good 

works and you’ll receive salvation. 

But that isn’t James’s argument. 

Instead, he is saying that true faith has 

to come out in words and in deeds. It 

isn’t just about what resides in our 

heads but what comes out through our 

hands. 
 

Today I am exhausted after spending 

myself entirely on my family 

yesterday as my children Airi and Aki 

turned 8 years old. I had fun and was 

honored as I spent every minute 

making their favorite dessert and 

food.  

 

But I would be lying to you and 

myself if I said that I did everything I 



could yesterday and even today to live 

out my faith. So, I am going to try to 

do better, first by taking sabbath and 

living into God’s holy desire for us to 

work and rest. Tuesday is my 

birthday, and you will not be able to 

get ahold of me. I will not check 

emails; I will not worship plan. I will 

be available for emergencies, because 

even Jesus healed on the sabbath, and 

I will be here for you. And after I rest, 

I am going to take the authority that 

God has given me through the Bishop 

as your Pastor to lead us into a new 

time of discipleship and focus on 

God. We will be having membership 

classes that look at what it means to 

be a United Methodist, right now in 

this time. We will be focusing on 

hope through our stewardship season 

of planning for the future, and we will 

continue that look at hope, the kind 

that Jesus gave us as Emmanuel 

through Advent. I will be using my 

authority as Pastor to listen to God 

and then live out my faith to support 

and build our children’s ministries 

with our devoted leader Rhonda. I 

will work with the worship team to 

give you the best we have of 

ourselves.  

 

Don’t be fooled by the lies that you 

tell yourself that you are doing 

everything that you can to live out 

your faith, don’t become apathetic to 

the needs of others. If you are tired, 

then rest, but then carry on the work 

that Jesus has given you with new 

vigor.   

 

We have something in the Wesleyan 

tradition called Christian perfection, 

and as an ordained person we actually 

commit to believing that we can be 

made “perfect” in this lifetime. You 

may have noticed the air quotes. I 

used them because this idea of 

perfection is not perfection as we 

normally think it. It is not perfect like 

we attribute to God, it is not being 

flawless. A part of Christian 

perfection is knowing that we will 

make mistakes and seeking after God 

for forgiveness and new life every 

time we do. Christian perfection is a 

process not an end goal. It is seeking 

God at all times, recognizing that we 

will never be like God PERFECT, and 

that we will always need God.  
 

“Do the best that you can until you 

know better and when you know 

better, do better.” - Maya Angelou 

 

“Actions speak louder than words”- 

Abraham Lincoln.  
 

Go. God has called us to live out our 

faith, not just through a statement of 

faith and belief, by giving our lips and 

intentions to God, but giving our lives 

over entirely to God. Let us live in 

service to Jesus our Lord, who gave 

himself entirely for us. Amen.   
 


