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James 2:1-17 
 

 

James 2:1-17 New Revised Standard Version 
 
2 My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our 
glorious Lord Jesus Christ? 2 For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes 
comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, 3 and 
if you take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat here, 
please,” while to the one who is poor you say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my 
feet,” 4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with 
evil thoughts? 5 Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the 
poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has 
promised to those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the 
rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? 7 Is it not they who 
blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you? 
 
8 You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 9 But if you show partiality, you commit sin 
and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law 
but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it. 11 For the one who said, 
“You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” Now if you do 
not commit adultery but if you murder, you have become a transgressor of the 
law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of 
liberty. 13 For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; 
mercy triumphs over judgment. 
 
14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not 
have works? Can faith save you? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily 
food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” 
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and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 17 So faith 
by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
 

Do you mean what you say? Do you really believe? Is your faith enough to save 

you? These are the questions that James poses to us today.  

In a hearing before the US House of Representatives Committee of 

Oversight and Reform, David Sackler recently said this: “I am deeply and 

profoundly sorry that OxyContin has played a role in any addiction and death. 

Though I believe the record, which has not been publicly released yet, will show 

that the family and the board acted legally and ethically, I take a deep moral 

responsibility for it because I believe our product, OxyContin, despite our best 

intentions and best efforts, has been associated with abuse and addiction.” 1 David 

Sackler is the third generation of the Sackler family to own and operate Purdue 

Pharma, the maker of the widely prescribed, pain-relieving opioid Oxycontin. 

Now, Oxycontin has been a helpful drug for countless people suffering chronic or 

acute pain, especially after invasive surgery and for those living with cancer and 

other chronic or terminal illness. But the drug has also been the catalyst of over 

450,000 opioid related overdoses, and started countless others on the road of 

addiction. As catalogued painstakingly by journalists in recent years, including 

                                                
1 Patrick Radden Keffe, Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the Sackler Dynasty (New York: Doubleday, 2021), 
429. 
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Patrick Radden Keffe’s recent tome Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the 

Sackler Dynasty, the drug maker and the family who ran it knew about the 

addictive properties of the drug even before its release. They also knew about but 

failed to report the pill mills who turned out thousands of prescriptions to anyone 

who walked in the door, and they knew that even taking the drug as prescribed 

created painful withdrawal symptoms that could lead patients to need more and 

more pills. And yet, the Sacklers and Purdue Pharma advertised Oxycontin as 

nonaddictive, told doctors to prescribe it for mild pain, and pushed patients to take 

higher and higher doses, leaving an epidemic of opioid addiction in their wake.  

 Radden Keffe’s book Empire of Pain is an infuriating saga of white collar 

crime. I read it last month, and I couldn’t tell you how many times I wanted to 

throw it against the wall. And it’s not just the fraud perpetuated by the Sackler 

family that has caused untold suffering throughout our nation, but what is also so 

enraging is how the family was able to pull the levers of power in this country with 

their wealth. Precisely because of the fraudulent practices I have just named, 

Oxycontin was a blockbuster drug; it brought in $35 billion for Purdue and the 

family. And they used that money to bend our government to their will. Buying off 

the FDA so it would downplay the risk of addition. Buying off the justice 

departments of two administrations so the family would only get a slap on the wrist 

for their role in the opioid epidemic.   
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 David Sackler’s comment that he “take[s] a deep moral responsibility” 

comes in the context of a bankruptcy settlement that was reached this week. 

Perhaps you saw it in the news.2 Purdue Pharma will declare bankruptcy and be 

dissolved, paying $4.5 billion to states for addiction treatment. You may be 

wondering how the company of a blockbuster drug that generated $35 billion is 

suddenly bankrupt. It is because, when the Sacklers found that they were going to 

be sued for their role in the opioid epidemic, they took all the money out of the 

business, hid it in overseas accounts, and then declared bankruptcy. The money the 

company, but not the family, is paying out is a fraction of what the Sacklers gained 

over decades of fraud. The settlement also absolves the family of responsibility for 

the epidemic, and shields them from future litigation.  

But, David Sackler said, he “take[s] a deep moral responsibility.” Do we 

mean what we say? Our courts are said to be fair and our justice blind. Do we 

mean what we say? Do we mean what we say? 

Now, James asks this same question through our lectionary text today to a 

Christian community, but he does so, because he sees them reflecting the same 

behaviors of favoritism and elitism as those outside the community. This section of 

James has been a centerpiece in obscure theological and ecclesial debates over the 

                                                
2 Jan Hoffman, “Purdue Pharma Is Dissolved and Sacklers Pay $4.5 Billion to Settle Opioid Claims,” The New York 
Times, September 1, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/01/health/purdue-sacklers-opioids-settlement.html. 
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centuries about the saving power of faith verses works righteousness, but if you 

read this chapter closely, you’ll see that is not the author’s primary concern; he’s 

worried more about hypocrisy – Do our actions reflect our stated beliefs? For 

example, “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says 

to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply 

their bodily needs, what is the good of that?” Or, “If a person with gold rings and 

in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also 

comes in, and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, ‘Have 

a seat here, please,’ while to the one who is poor you say, ‘Stand there,’ or, ‘Sit at 

my feet,’ have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges 

with evil thoughts?”  

That last phrase, “judges with evil thoughts,” is a subtle reference to the 

corrupt court system of imperial Rome, where having more resources enabled the 

wealthy to bend the law to their profit and oppress those already pushed aside to 

the margins.3 Courts two millennia ago could be influenced by wealth and power in 

the same way as they are today, and Christians, likewise, can bring that same 

partiality into their communities.   

                                                
3 See Pheme Perkins, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching: First and Second Peter, 
James, and Jude (Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), 110. 
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Do we mean what we say? Do we really believe? Is our faith enough to save 

us? These are the questions that James poses to us today.  

There is a national debate going on right now in Christian circles about what 

gets to count as worship and who gets counted in Christian community, a year and 

a half into COVID. For church communities, the question about resuming in-

person worship is a local one, impacted by many contextual factors such as the 

vaccination and positivity rates in a church’s town or state, the percentage of 

unvaccinated children in the community, and the ability of small and aging 

congregations to access live-streamed services. But despite the fact that this 

question is a complicated, contextual, and local one, there has also been an 

unnuanced push among some demanding all churches to open their doors no matter 

their context and needs, because, in their view, real worship and community cannot 

happen online.  

David Gushee, former president of the American Academy of Religion, 

provides an example, in his recent article, “Five Reasons It’s Time to Talk about 

Opening Our Churches.”4 Some of those reasons, Dr. Gushee lists, are “Because 

Christians need to gather in community,” and “Because virtual church can only 

carry us so far.”  

                                                
4 David Gushee, “Five Reasons It’s Time to Talk about Opening Our Churches,” Baptist News Global, July 6, 2020, 
https://baptistnews.com/article/despite-the-risks-its-time-to-open-our-churches/. Note: During the service, I 
incorrectly stated that the article was dated to 2021, instead of 2020.  
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In one of the many responses generated from this article, pastoral theologian 

and disability advocate Topher Endress asks Gushee who is the ‘us’ when he 

claims “virtual church can only carry us so far”? What about those for whom 

virtual church is literally the only or the best option – those living with 

compromised immunity, those with disabilities, people with terminal or chronic 

diagnoses, those with vulnerable, unvaccinated young children. Endress points out, 

“many folks who have disabilities which prevent regular attendance have relied on 

‘virtual church’ for years,” and “[by] simply say[ing] that the ‘Zoom church’ 

cannot sustain us…these articles have not chosen to center the experiences of 

anyone who has relied on virtual church since before the outbreak, nor those who 

have found newfound freedom in virtual participation.”5 In Christian circles today, 

what gets to count as worship and who gets counted in Christian community? Who 

is the ‘us’ when we speak about our community? When Christian leaders and 

communities speak out of one side of their mouth, saying that on the one hand, the 

door is open and all are welcome, and then from the other, they say virtual church 

isn’t real church, and online community isn’t real community, we could ask, along 

with James, Do you mean what you say? Do you really believe?  

                                                
5 Topher Endress, “The ‘Reopen Churches’ Conversation: Disabilities and the Margins,” Journal of Pastoral 
Theology, June 30, 2021, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10649867.2021.1922825, p. 6-7. 
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Grace Covenant, when we use that word, ‘we,’ who do you imagine? I 

know, personally, that the pandemic has opened my imagination around the 

borders I once set around that word, as our community has welcomed new 

members who would never have found this church if not for our YouTube channel, 

as our program staff has pastoral conversations over zoom with people across the 

country, as my family’s own participation in this community has been radically 

curtailed as we welcomed a new baby and sent another off to public school in the 

midst of the pandemic that is now targeting the young and unvaccinated.  

This expanded imagination is the work of the Spirit. Look back at James. 

Discernment and wisdom come not from our own efforts but by the grace of God: 

“If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and 

ungrudgingly, and it will be given you” (James 1:5). These are hard days. I know 

so many of you miss this space. Our staff - we miss you being in this space, more 

than you can imagine. But God is also working in this community through this 

time; God is opening us and stretching us. The decisions our Session and 

community are making are Spirit lead; they are hard, but the Spirit is leading us, 

stretching us, opening us, through a process of becoming the people we say we are, 

the community we envision ourselves to be.  
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Many of you have seen this document, or worked with it in a committee 

meeting, fellowship group, or formation class.6 It lists the values we as a 

community are holding close as we make decisions about worship. I won’t read 

them all here, but if you look closely, you will see that the values that are guiding 

our community now are the same ones that we have always held: open and 

inclusive worship, an open door for all, safety and creative expression.  

 Do we mean what we say? Do we really believe? Is our faith enough to save 

us? These are the questions that James poses to us today. Keep your head up Grace 

Covenant. Because even and especially today, the Spirit of God is alive and at 

work in you, and in me, in our community, and in this world, opening, and 

stretching, and growing us, not in spite of difficult days but right in the middle of 

them, right through them. So, let’s keep praying for wisdom, so that we may mean 

what we say, and become what we claim. In Christ’s name. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 See appendix.  
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Appendix: Values statement mentioned at end of the sermon. 

 

   


