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The Word of the Lord from James 2:1: “My brethren, do not hold the faith of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with partiality.” This is the Word of the Lord.

I. In Here

It sounds strange, the first few times you hear it. We pray for individuals in the 
prayers of the congregation, and among them we pray for George, James and David. 
Now, that doesn’t sound strange, until you realize we’re praying for George, our 
President; James, our governor; and David, our mayor. All of a sudden, it sounds 
inappropriate, like we’re trying to cozy up or imply that we’re on a first-name basis with 
people who probably don’t know we exist.

While there’s nothing wrong with praying for people using titles and last names, 
there’s a reason for using only first names in prayer: God shows no partiality with His 
Law and His Gospel. Out there, He gives us all sorts of different stations and titles; 
before Him, however, those stations and titles disappear. We’re all the same before Him.

We’re all the same according to His Law. His Law looks at all people with the same 
verdict: it declares, “All of you are finite little creatures, and while your various titles and 
stations may have some significance among you, they are nothing at all in comparison to 
the majesty and glory of God.” But more than that, the Law declares, “All of you are 
sinful creatures, no matter what you’ve done or haven’t done. Whatever your stations in 
life, you’ve sinned and fall short of the glory of God. You deserve God’s wrath and 
punishment.” The Law doesn’t care who you are. It reduces you to nothing. It declares in 
this very text that the one who breaks just one part of the Law is guilty of it all. It shows 
no partiality in its condemnation of sin and sinners, and so all people, from peasant on up 
to king, face death because of sin. The Law of God is completely impartial.

So is the Gospel. It doesn’t care who you are either. In other words, God’s grace does 
not depend on your station in life or the works that you’ve done. The Gospel looks at you 
and declares, “Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, has died to redeem you. Not 
just some of you—not just men or women, young or old, white or black, criminal or law-
abiding. He has died for the sins of the world. Without a doubt, you are among the 
redeemed because Jesus has shed His blood for you.” 

See? In here, before the throne of grace, your station and status don’t matter. The Law 
declares you to be sinful and deserving condemnation, no matter who you are. The 
Gospel declares that Christ has died for you to give you salvation, no matter who you are. 
God shows no impartiality. No matter your title out there, God regards you as a sinner for 
whom Christ died. 



Now, there will still be distinctions in the congregation. Men and women have 
different roles in a congregation, just as they do in a home. Pastor and layman have 
different stations as well, and those are respected according to Scripture. Adults teach 
children in Sunday School, not the other way around. And, at times, because of particular 
temptations or lack of skills, within congregations it is necessary to restrict some people, 
for instance, from managing finances or supervising children. And yes, we don’t admit all 
to the Lord’s Supper, because all are not prepared although Jesus offers worthiness 
equally to all. These distinctions still exist. But when it comes to the forgiveness of sins, 
Christ has died for all.

Therefore, St. James declares, “My brethren, do not hold the faith of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Lord of glory, with partiality.” He uses the example of the wealth and poverty 
within a congregation, one that doubtless still holds true today. After all, as long as 
budgets must be met and bills must be paid, would you rather welcome to the church a 
potentially big donor or one who will be asking for financial assistance? St. James calls 
this sin, evil thinking, and rightly so. For one thing, it implies that God is partial to the 
wealthy than the poor, when God shows no partiality. Therefore, to think in this way is to 
contradict God; worse, it is to misrepresent Him by our actions of showing favor to one 
over the other. Furthermore, such thoughts declare that we want people here not so that 
they can receive God’s grace and grow in Christ, but so that they can add to our numbers, 
benefit us and make our lives easier. That’s not the Christian faith at work, but selfish 
desire.

It might be partiality to wealth over poverty. It might be the poor over the rich! It 
might be power over humility. It might be outer beauty over inner. It might be likeable 
over not, or healthy over sick. But whoever walks in here is one for whom Christ has 
died. If you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as 
transgressors. 

But if you show partiality, take heart. This is a sin for which Christ died. While the 
Law declares you a transgressor, your Savior has died to deliver you. Repent of this sin, 
rejoice in His grace. He forgives you, for you are one for whom He died.

II. Out There

Our text then switches from “in here” to “out there.” Forgiven for your sins, you 
depart from here as the Lord’s people, enlivened to serve your neighbor. Thus St. James 
bids us to serve those who are in need and warns that faith without works is dead.

This only makes sense. Faith says, “I believe God’s Word.” Therefore, faith says, “I 
believe God’s commands to help my neighbor in need, love my spouse and train my 
children, and I will endeavor to do so.” Faith that says, “I believe in Jesus, but I don’t 
want to follow His Word” isn’t faith, but foolishness and self-deception. Jesus died to set 
you free from sin, free from the selfishness that ignores others, free to serve others as you 
were created to do. If you’re not doing good works as a result of faith, what are you 



doing? Bad works. Sin. Sin seeks to stifle and kill your faith. That’s why faith without 
works is dead.

Now, a brief tangent here, because I believe that Lutherans get a bad rap when it 
comes to good works. On the one hand, we are accused of saying, “Good works aren’t 
necessary,” as if we leave here this morning and depart to rob the nearest liquor store. 
From the Reformation onward, we have declared that “Good works are necessary, but not 
for salvation.” Good works result from salvation—they come after it. By way of 
illustration, I will say that “It is not necessary to eat and drink in order to be born.”  Have 
I said that it’s not necessary for you to eat and to drink? No. Eating and drinking follows 
birth, or else your life is short. They are things you do because you’ve been given life. 
Similarly, good works do not cause you to be born anew in Christ, but good works follow 
that birth.

On the other hand, we Lutherans get accused of being rather half-hearted about the 
works that we do. We go to church. We go to school or work. We come home and eat 
dinner and talk with the family. We do homework and chores.  It’s all so ordinary, some 
will say; where are the good works? Our answer is simple: good works are works that 
God has given you to do. If He’s given you to go to church, and he has, then that is 
pleasing in His sight. If He’s given you to be a student, then doing your homework is a 
good work that God has given you to do. If you have a job, then going to work and doing 
your job is a good work, because that is what God has given you to do.  If He’s given you 
kids, then feeding and clothing and disciplining them is a good work. (On the other hand, 
if you start disciplining somebody else’s kids, that’s usually not what God has given you 
to do.) It all looks ordinary, sure, because that’s how God has ordered things to go in an 
ordinary manner to keep the world going; and why would God then say, “Here’s what 
I’ve given you to do, so now go do something different to be good?” Good works will 
often look ordinary, but they are good works because you do them as those redeemed by 
Jesus.

So, do good works. Not because you have to, but because Jesus has set you free to. 
Once again, beware of favoritism. Out there, God gives people different gifts and 
stations, and some people need more help than others. You’ll always want to help those 
who are friendly, nice, clean and able to return the favor. You’ll want to help those who 
can help you (there you go, looking out for you in the end again). Our Lord would have 
us help those in need, even as He has helped us undesirable sinners in our greatest need.

Do good works, but be careful that you don’t trust in them: they’re less trustworthy 
than you think. For instance, put yourself in the position of a pastor on Orchard Street, 
just a mile down from the interstate. Quite frequently, people drop by with stories: 
they’re passing through to visit a sick relative, and they need money for gas or a hotel 
room. Do you help them? First, consider: if they’re telling the truth, it’s good to help 
them. If they’re not, then you’re encouraging them to continue to lie and steal by 
rewarding them for their efforts. So is it good to help them? Without spending the next 
week on an investigation, you can’t know for sure. I could cite many more examples, but 
I simply say this: do good works, but rejoice that you’re saved by God’s grace in Christ, 



not by your good works or your ability to read the intentions of others. Rejoice always to 
receive forgiveness, because there God gives you life in Christ; and from there good 
works will follow.

For this is true: God shows no favoritism, but has given His Son to die for all; you 
can be certain, then, that you are not excluded from that redemption. When you were 
baptized as one among all nations, Jesus said, “I baptize you.” When you heard the 
Absolution today, Jesus said, “I forgive you all of your sins.” And still today, He gives 
His body and blood for you, for the forgiveness of sins. And so your Savior shows no 
partiality or partial forgiveness. For His sake, you are His child. For His sake, you are 
forgiven for all of your sins.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen


