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Prayer 

Lord, we thank you for the gift of your Word and as we think on these 

things, open our hearts and our minds to hear you. AMEN 

Who Was St. James the Elder? 
 

Today’s sermon is primarily on the Epistle reading from Romans, but since 

we are celebrating the Feast of St. James the Elder, I want to take a 

moment to expand upon the reading from Acts. 

The son of Zebedee and Salome, James is styled "the Greater" to 

distinguish him from the Apostle James "the Less", with greater meaning 

older or taller, rather than more important. James the Great was the 

brother of John the Apostle.  

Jesus called these two brothers – James and John - “the sons of thunder” 

because they sometimes lost their tempers. At one point, the people of a 

village turned the disciples away. The brothers were upset that the villagers 

would not welcome Jesus. They asked the Lord if he wanted them to call 

down fire to destroy those who refused to offer hospitality. Jesus had to 

correct them and remind them that God is merciful and abundantly forgives 

those who offend him. 
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James also has the distinction as the first Apostle to be martyred, when 

Herod Agrippa ordered his death, about AD 44. Today’s paraments are red 

in commemoration of his shed blood for the Gospel. 

Turning Gospel into Law 

Today’s Epistle reading started with that of quoted verse: 

And we know that for those who love God all things work together 

for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 

How many of us have quoted this verse to a friend, colleague, or family 

member who was hurting? 

(raise my hand) 

And how many of us who have had this quoted to us felt that, since things 

weren’t going as well as we would have liked, that therefore God must not 

have called us? Or maybe that we didn’t love God enough? 

(wait for any reactions) 

Using scripture in this way is a great example of turning the good news of 

the Gospel – that He has chosen us, into Law – focusing on our actions and 

not His. 
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Part of the confusion is the misunderstanding of what is the “good” – it is 

our salvation. It does not mean that everything in this life will be "good." If 

all our problems were suddenly removed by virtue of our belief, it would not 

really be faith, since as it says in Hebrews (Hebrews 11:1): Faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 

It’s situation like this that let Luther to declare that "Hence, whoever knows 

well this art of distinguishing between Law and Gospel, him place at the 

head and call him a doctor of Holy Scripture." 

The Death of Christ 

We are all familiar with the Law – It’s what God demands of us – You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: 

You shall love your neighbor as yourself– and by our own lips we have 

acknowledged that we don’t do a very good job of keeping it, in not doing 

what we should do and in doing that which we shouldn’t, in thought, word, 

and deed.   
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Jesus, however, since He was indeed fully God, was able to keep the Law in 

every detail, even while pointing out to the religious leaders of the time 

those areas where they misunderstood the Law, adding to it and requiring 

adherence to man’s laws rather than God’s.  Since no blame could be found 

in Him, Jesus, who was also fully human, took upon Himself the sins of each 

and every one of us – past, present, and future – that’s the good news of 

the Gospel – what Jesus has done for us.  He became obedient even to 

death of the cross, because in His justice, God the Father had decreed that 

transgression of the Law, even the most minor infraction, was a capital 

offense and deserving of death.   

Making Disciples 

Taken as a whole, today’s reading is a great summary of Jesus making 

disciples – followers or students.  First, they are chosen.  Those who are 

chosen don’t have much say in the matter, be it choosing teams in 

elementary school, picking out a new pet from the shelter or adopting a 

child.  God does the choosing, but since His grace and mercy are abundant, 

He wasn’t limited in how many He could choose – He wanted everyone on 

HIS team. He has indeed adopted us as His children, each one of us here, 

before the foundation of the world. 
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The apostles heard His calling verbally, to leave what they were doing and 

become His very public followers. John in Gospel (John 10:27) says: 

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me, 

and I give unto them eternal life. 

For most of us, however, it was at our Baptism that we heard His voice and 

His adoption of us was made public.  Through water and the word, He 

sealed the deal by marking us with the cross and by giving us the gift of the 

indwelling Holy Spirit. 

Those God-given talents, abilities, and spiritual gifts specifically are suited 

to the vocations and tasks that He has called us into.  My wife encouraged 

me to watch The Chosen, a historical fiction series based on calling of the 

Apostles.  While it does go beyond scripture in the details, it brings clarity 

to the biblical account in that among those early followers of Christ, there 

was a diversity of temperament, education, profession, wealth, class, and 

personality.  They were, however, all first-class sinners. And beyond that, 

they were ordinary people, through whom God did extraordinary things.   
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In Sunday morning adult education class, Pastor is leading a discussion on 

how we too can be like those early followers.  And just as Paul says that the 

seed is planted by one and watered by another, we don’t all have to do the 

same thing. In fact, the stewardship board produced this booklet detailing 

dozens of ways members can participate in the ministries of this family, this 

congregation, thereby joining Jesus on his Mission of building the Kingdom. 

Finally, as with Wayne and Betty, when we have run the course and 

finished the race, we will share his glory when we are raised from the dead 

and He welcomes us into our eternal home. 

Siblings?! 

Paul identifies those of us who are called by Christ as brothers and sisters; 

we members of this Redeemer family. Without asking for a show of hands, 

my guess is that almost all of us either have natural siblings or are the 

parents of siblings.   
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One thing that we know about siblings is that they know how to fight and to 

‘push each other’s buttons.’ So it shouldn’t come as a surprise that while we 

are a family, we at times aren’t a big, happy family; we have conflicts and 

differences of options, even within the Church!  In fact, did you know that 

Roberts Rules of Order, the basis for parliamentary procedures, was 

originally written to help bring order to church voter’s meetings?  We need 

to make sure that our discussions remain civil and that if we hurt one 

another, intentionally or otherwise, we MUST reach out to either ask for or 

offer forgiveness. 

Inseparable 

In the closing paragraphs of the reading, Paul encourages us to remember 

that God is always in charge.  We are his children, and, just like a mother 

bear protects her cubs, He will let no external force or circumstance come 

between us and Him. 

But what about our own fear and doubts? What if we feel that what we’ve 

done is unforgivable or that we’ve lost our way? In his 3rd letter, St. John 

wrote: 
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for whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our 

heart, and he knows everything. 

No matter what we’ve done or left undone, we ARE His. 

Let’s rejoice in that certainty, and joyfully respond by giving Him thanks 

and praise.     AMEN. 
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