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I honestly can’t believe I am preaching on one of the epistles for the fourth week in 
a row, but here we go.  Today we are considering a small section of the letter 
credited to James.  James the Just. James of Jerusalem.  James, THE primary 
leader of the earliest congregation in Jerusalem. James, the younger brother of 
Jesus. James.  We don’t actually know who wrote this letter, but suffice it to say it 
was either James or a follower of James. 
 
You may recall the list of boys in Jesus’ family, the list that many a confirmation 
class of old had to memorize. “Jesus, James, Joses, Judas and Simon, plus two or 
more girls.” That’s the list of Jesus and his brothers and sisters.   
   
You can find it in Mark 6, ““Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother 
of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?"  
James was the second son in Jesus’ family, right after Jesus himself, the oldest.  
I’m guessing had they existed in biblical times, a family systems therapists would 
have had a heyday with James.  
 
Again, we don’t know if James, Jesus’ brother, actually wrote this letter, but it is 
credited to him…and he is really an important figure in the Christian Scriptures. 
 
James, the brother of Jesus, saw the RISEN Christ.  In I Corinthians, Paul tells us 
that the Risen Christ appeared to Peter, the 500, to James and all the apostles. 
Other than Peter, James is the only other apostle named. 
 
There is additional scriptural evidence that James was one of the three pillars of the 
earliest church.  

• In Galatians, James was listed first…before Peter and John.    
• In Acts 12, after Peter miraculously escaped from prison, he specifically 

wanted James informed as to what happened. 
• In Acts 15, when the first Christians in Jerusalem were having a big 

conference about whether or not Gentile people needed to be circumcised, it 
was James who guided the group to an answer. 
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• In Acts 21, when Paul arrived in Jerusalem with a fistful of money to give to 
the poor in Jerusalem, it is James who met him at the door and advised Paul 
to first go and cleanse himself at the temple. 

 
Scholar and secular historian, Josephus, wrote during the time of the early church.  
He noted that James, the brother of Jesus, was executed in 62 CE.  The only other 
apostle whose death is mentioned by Josephus is Peter.  
 
Just one more interesting detail about James.  He is only mentioned once in the 
four gospels.  That may be why there are no sermons about him.  He is a big deal 
in the Book of Acts and the letters of Paul, but didn’t make a big splash in the 
gospels.  
 
19You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to 
speak, slow to anger; 20for your anger does not produce God’s 
righteousness. 21Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of 
wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to 
save your souls. 22But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 
themselves. 23For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those 
who look at themselves in a mirror; 24for they look at themselves and, on going 
away, immediately forget what they were like. 25But those who look into the perfect 
law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who 
act—they will be blessed in their doing. 26If any think they are religious, and do not 
bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. 27Religion 
that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and 
widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 
 
Martin Luther called James the “Epistle of Straw.” In other words, he didn’t care 
for it too much. Mostly, of course, because it is so very different from the epistles 
of Paul.  Luther loved Paul and he loved Paul’s insistence on justification by 
faith…not works.  James is just too insistent on works for Luther. 
 
The straw comment is a reference to 1 Corinthians 3 when Paul talks about what 
you use for the foundation for your faith.  If you build it on straw, it will burn 
easily.  So, Luther was saying that the message in James is not good for using as 
the foundation for your faith. 
 
Granted, James is not as theologically “deep” as the letters that Paul wrote.  But, 
perhaps theology was not what James was going for in this particular letter.  Who 
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knows, James could have waxed poetically every bit as much as Paul, but we just 
don’t know it because no other letter has surfaced.  We only have this one.  
 
This letter is very practical.  It seems as though he was addressing issues that were 
popping up in a specific Christian community.  I’m guessing that the letter from 
James would be very attractive to the millennial generation…those born between 
about 1980 and 2000.  They are called the “hands on” generation.  They aren’t as 
interested in the head trip of theological thinking as they are with developing a way 
of life that’s multi-dimensionally healthy…a way of life that brings health and 
well-being to all. 
 
Not a bad way to be.  I think that is what Jesus may have had in mind.  His was a 
way of life.  Granted, he did a lot of teaching, but in his teaching he told 
stories…parables…using practical references from the day.  He did a bit of 
debating with the Pharisees and Sadducees…but it doesn’t appear that he got into 
long dissertations on justification by faith vs. works righteousness…not that there 
is anything wrong with that.  (Personally, I love a good theological discussion.  
But, boiled down into day-to-day life, I don’t think that is what is at the heart of 
what it means to follow in the way of Jesus.) 
 
In the spirit of stories, I’d like to offer a parable that will illustrate this morning’s 
text from an interesting perspective.  It is attributed to Danish philosopher Soren 
Kierkegaard.  He was writing to a group of Christians who weren’t acting very 
Christian-like…at least not in his opinion.  Let’s listen together… 
 
“Once upon a time, there was a land inhabited only by ducks. Every Sunday 
morning, the ducks got up, washed their faces, put on their Sunday clothes, and 
waddled off to church. They waddled through the door of their duck church, 
proceeded down the aisle, and took their familiar places in the pews. The duck 
minister entered the pulpit and opened the duck Bible to the place where it talked 
about God’s greatest gift to ducks—wings. “With wings we can fly. With wings we 
can soar like eagles. With wings we can escape the confines of pens and cages. 
With wings we can become free. With wings we can become all God meant us to 
be. So give thanks to God for your wings. And fly!” All the ducks loudly quacked, 
“Amen.” And then all of the ducks waddled back home.” 
 
Just as the text from James suggests, the great deception is thinking that merely 
having and hearing the Word of God is enough to be truly religious. No, says 
James, we are truly religious only if we actually act on the Word of God in the way 
we live in the world…only if we use the gifts we are given to fly. 
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So let’s get practical.  It is rare that I give sermon time to a specific initiative in a 
sermon…I usually look at the social issues of the day through the lens Christianity.   
But, today, is a little different.   
 
There is a growing coalition of individuals and non-profits, including clergy and 
churches, who are coming together to respond to and address the irresponsible 
lending practices of agencies called pay-day lenders.  By the very nature of their 
existence, these lenders target working families and senior citizens.  In their 
attempt to reach out and “help”, they offer loans that will tide an individual or 
family over from paycheck to paycheck.  Sounds innocent enough…who among us 
hasn’t needed a little stretch between paychecks at some point in our lives.  But it 
is not innocent.  Upon closer examination, it is anything but innocent.   
 
Every year, thousands of our hard-working neighbors right here in South Dakota 
become trapped in cycles of debt because of payday lenders.  The Pew Charitable 
Trust researched this issue across the US and found that in South Dakota, the 
average payday loan borrower repayed about $800 on a $300 loan.  That is about a 
574% interest rate.  Just think about it for a minute.  We watch interest rates like 
hawks.  I just bought a house.  I locked in when I thought the interest rates was 
low…my house loan is below 4%.  How about the money we put in savings?  How 
many of us complain when the banks give us below 2% interest on the money they 
are holding in savings for us?  That is why, when possible, people put their extra 
money into interest-bearing investment plans.  Mostly, we are talking about under 
10% interest. 
 
But with payday loans, we are talking about people getting trapped into loans that 
can cycle up towards a 600% interest rate.  How does this happen?  The interest 
rate is so high that most borrowers simply cannot repay these short term loans on 
time.  When they can’t pay, they take out another loan…and then another…just to 
pay the interest on the original loan.  It is nearly impossible to catch up once the 
cycle begins.  (BTW, with our payday interest rates that high, SD is among the top 
five states with the cruelest payday lending businesses.) 
 
This practice is unconscionable.  These easy-to-get-hard-to-repay patch loans are 
immoral…and let’s be honest…it is being used by those with lower incomes…and 
lower incomes in this state includes working families…and the elderly…and 
veterans…and anyone else who is trying to live on a fixed income.  They cannot 
live on their income, no matter how hard they try to do so. 
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So a coalition has come together seeking to cap payday, car title and installment 
loans at an annual interest rate of 36%.  Now, 36% interest sounds unreasonably 
high to me, but that number was very intentionally derived.  In 2006, Congress 
determined that 36% was the maximum interest rate a person could dig out from 
on his or her own.  As a result, Congress capped payday and title loans to active 
duty military personnel at 36%.  The concern was that higher rates undermined our 
nation’s military readiness.  
 
A similar cap is already in place in 15 states and the District of Columbia.  Other 
states, such as Vermont and Georgia, have simply prohibited payday lending 
entirely.    
 
The coalition I mentioned has written an initiated measure that they hope to get on 
the ballot so that all South Dakotans can make a decision about this practice, 
together.  Seems like a good way to address the problem.  Let the people decide.  
 
You have heard the information.  The author of James would say, “The Word of 
God lives in you…and you have heard information about the harm your brothers 
and sisters are enduring…what are you going to do?” 
 
St. Francis de Sales once said, “The test of a preacher is that the congregation goes 
away saying not, “What a lovely sermon!” but rather “I need to do something.” 
 
It is not my place to determine what you should do on this or any issue.  It is not 
my place to determine how you live out your faith.  You don’t need to sign the 
petition, you don’t need to carry a petition door to door, you don’t need to vote, 
should this measure make the ballot.  You don’t need to go home and study about 
the issue on your own.  You don’t need to pray about it.  That is up to you.  But, it 
is my place to say faith, particularly Christian faith, is lived out. We follow 
someone who lived…who enacted…his faith. Our faith…what we believe about 
God and each other…how we hear God calling us into the world…our faith is 
lived out through our actions, too.  So the question is…are we going to waddle or 
fly? 
 
My friends, as we go from here, may the Spirit that lived in Jesus fill us and inspire 
us…moving us to live our faith in ways that will bring healing and wholeness to 
all.  May it be so for you and for me.  Amen.  
 


