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Before Saul of Tarsus became St. Paul, James became a Christian. Scripture simply calls him the brother of Jesus. The 
exact relationship indicated by that term can and has been understood in various ways. Most common today is that James 
and Jesus are half-brothers through Mary, they share the same biological mother. The most common view throughout 
Church history is that they are step-brothers; James being Joseph’s son from a previous marriage. Scripture does seem to 
indicate that Joseph is much older, he does not appear after the account of the 12-year-old Jesus in the temple. So many 
have surmised Joseph was widowed and he later remarried to Mary, and also died before our Lord’s adulthood. Or, just as 
plausible, James is a member of the wider family. In any case, James is a relative and a close part of Jesus’ life.  
 
Today’s Gospel speaks first of the astonishment, and then the blasphemous offense Jesus’ hometown takes at His 
preaching. It isn’t clear that he’s there in the synagogue, but James is at least mentioned. We are told elsewhere that as our 
Lord began His ministry, His family sought to seize Him, saying “He is out of His mind” (Mk 3:21). Still later, we are 
told by the Evangelist John in as many words that “not even [Jesus’] brothers believed in Him” (7:5). There is 
indifference to the Gospel. That has reigned supreme in this country for decades, a nominal, token attitude towards 
Christianity. It remains in some places today. Perhaps your friends, co-workers, even family members, are ambivalent, 
neutral, about the faith. They’re willing to talk religion to the extent that they’ll discuss any topic. They visit church on 
occasion, but for the most part they stay away, not out of any animosity really, but because it just doesn’t do much for 
them, or it’s not a part of their habit, they see other Sunday morning pursuits as more worthwhile.  
 
There is another response to the Gospel: hatred. It is a reception which our Lord is well acquainted with. He suffers 
hatred from those who don’t know Him, who despise Him because of His backwoods Galilee hometown. It also comes 
from His hometown. His family rejects His preaching, thinks He needs to be taken away, would have taken Him to an 
insane asylum had they existed back then. People He grew up with, people who never saw Him step out of line, never 
disrespect His elders, never play an unkind prank on His neighbors, took offense at what Jesus said about Himself.  
 
We hear that word “offense, offended” today and it carries the sense of hurt feelings or even just “I don’t like that, that’s 
offensive to me.” That’s not what this word means. It means they were caused to stumble; they fell into unbelief because 
of what Jesus was saying. Luke’s account of the event in today’s Gospel shows us a bit more. Jesus reads from Isaiah’s 
prophecy, words concerning the Messiah, and He says, “I’m fulfilling that. I am the Christ, the One long promised by 
God.” The response of the people of Nazareth was not that of Jerusalem, acclaiming Him as the king, no, the response of 
people who knew our Lord for His whole earthly life was to press Jesus near the edge of a cliff with the intent to throw 
Him down it. Whether James was among that crowd or not, his response to Jesus’ preaching went far beyond indifference 
it was unbelief, rejection, unto the point of charging insanity to Him.  
 
That’s not so unfamiliar to you. Some of you stood along Dodge Street a few weeks ago for the sake of the unborn 
children whom Jesus loves. You didn’t have to wait very long to have four-letter words yelled, and the middle finger 
flashed at you, did you? Tell people that God loves them, you sometimes have to all but duck a swing. And there are those 
homes and family connections where Christ, church, and faith are not brought up for fear of anger or the punishment of 
the loss of grandparent privileges, and so you say nothing. You fear the thoughts and actions of men, you love their not 
being upset with you even if it is at the cost of you not speaking of what should be most dear to you.  
 
When our Lord speaks of bringing a sword, that He has “come to set a man against his father, and a daughter 
against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law,” He is speaking of what He Himself 
undergoes. The people of His household make themselves His enemies. But that does not silence Him. He does not 
promise to be quiet, does not keep Himself from speaking the truth of who He is, of what He has come to do for His 
people just for the sake of preserving relationships. He says, “Whoever loves father or mother more than Me is not 
worthy of Me.” He calls those who hear the word of God and keep it His mother and his brothers (Lk 8:19–21). He says 
“whoever does not take his cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and 
whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.”  
 
We are to love our family and our friends. We are to love Jesus more. We are to love those in our lives enough to tell 
them the truth; the truth about sin, and the truth of Jesus who has taken away that sin. That’s a tall order, a heavy cross to 
bear. If it seems a bit much for you, you can perhaps understand St. James a bit better, it just seems too much. The answer 



is seen in our Lord taking up His cross. He does not love this life and its pleasures and comfort more than He loves you, 
more than He loves His Father. He willingly gives it up, fulfilling all the scriptures, satisfying the Law’s demand, making 
Himself Savior of all men, those of His own house of Israel, and far beyond.  
 
It is after that, after His resurrection from the dead, that we are told by St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 that the risen, glorified 
Lord appeared to James. He forgave him. James became a Christian. Our Lord makes those once His enemies part of His 
household, His Church. In the New Testament, James is numbered among the Apostles. He shepherded the New 
Testament church in her birthplace: Jerusalem, the hardest place to be a Christian, where Roman executioners and priests 
and scribes hell-bent on stamping Christianity out ran the show. Our Lord makes those once afraid and cowardly into 
bold confessors and even martyrs unto death, and tradition holds that James was martyred in AD 60 by being stoned to 
death.  
 
It was James’ voice that wisely judged the first controversy in the Christian Church: must Gentiles obey the Law of Israel 
given through Moses, must they be circumcised and follow Jewish dietary law in order to be Christians? Today we get a 
head start on Reformation, already the discussion is one of justification, on what basis do we stand before God? James 
ends the debate. He listens to Paul and Barnabas. Peter speaks before them immediately before today’s first reading. But 
the trump card is not that Peter is the First Pope with supreme authority. Nor does James act with pragmatism, seeing 
Paul opening up a much bigger market with Gentiles and so he needs to play to the crowd. James’ wisdom is seen in his 
commitment to and citation of Holy Scripture, from the book of Amos, where God promises to rebuild the tent of David, 
that is, to restore the kingdom of His people through the Messiah, in order that mankind, the Gentiles, whom God has 
called, may come to Him. Nothing here about them having to become Jews. They are not subject to the Laws of Israel, 
what we call the ceremonial and civil law.  
 
James’ wisdom and pastoral heart are also seen in what he says next. Write to the Gentiles in Antioch that they should 
abstain from things polluted by idols and sexual immorality, from what has been strangled, and from blood. These things 
are all of a piece. He is speaking of the animals that were sacrificed in pagan temples, that’s where people’s meat came 
from. You didn’t go to the butcher shop, you went to the temple. It was also at the temple where sexual immorality was 
practiced as a form of worship, we won’t go into detail on that today. Suffice it to day, meat, sexual immorality, and pagan 
worship all go together. Antioch, in modern day Syria, is in close geographic proximity to Judea, there is a significant 
Jewish population there. For Gentile Christians to simply exercise their freedom and get meat from the temple, could 
easily give the impression to their fellow Jewish Christians that they were participating in or at the very least approving of 
paganism. It would also needlessly set up a barrier so that Jewish and Gentile Christians could not eat together.  
 
This is also the issue behind St. Paul’s much abused statement from 1 Corinthians 9 where he says, “To the Jews I 
became as a Jew…To those outside the law I became as one outside the law…I have become all things to all 
men.” This passage is often used to try to badger Lutherans into giving up the Catechism, the liturgy, and the hymnal. 
You need to be more like the world, stop being so selfish, be more like Paul. What Paul is actually doing is he has just 
written a short while before about meat sacrificed to idols, he’s not talking about worship, that comes up later in chapters 
10 and 11. What Paul is talking about is how he is able and comfortable being with various people groups, particularly 
Jews and Gentiles, who have very different practices about what you can eat. Because in the ancient world, what we often 
see with Jesus, is you have in depth, intimate conversation over food. And if Paul is going to insist on always following 
kosher laws, he’s not going to have many conversations on a meaningful level with Gentiles.  
 
For the sake of your company coming to dinner at your home who is deathly allergic to peanuts, you become as one who 
is allergic to peanuts, you put it away, out of sight, you don’t serve it. This is part of James’ point in Acts 15; if Gentiles are 
just going to insist on eating whatever they want because they are free to, and they are, they aren’t going to have a very real 
bond with their fellow Christians who freely hold to their Jewish traditions of food. He asks them to avoid doing things 
openly that could easily make a Jewish Christian think these Gentile Christians are actually pagans.  
 
In his later life, and today, James was greatly honored. He was known as James the Just. Rightly so. We see his patient 
leadership and godly wisdom, his concern for the church as a whole. He faithfully remained in Jerusalem to shepherd the 
church there. He probably still had to face a few people who knew something of his frailty and his past, that he had not 
always been “the just,” that there was a time when he refused Our Lord, a time when he was deaf to what the Scriptures 
said, and there was lingering regret. It is likely that, like most pastors, he sometimes grew angry, discontent, or lazy. That is 
the life of a Christian, of being a sinner forgiven, of living by faith and not by works. Because there are family members 



who don’t forgive you because of your sins against them. They won’t hear you confess Christ, or they won’t answer the 
phone when you call because you did. They may try to martyr you, try to drive you over a cliff, or just swear at you. There 
is no joy or peace on this earth. Jesus doesn’t promise that. He brings a sword that ever stands between faith and unbelief.  
 
But the grace and forgiveness of Jesus Christ permeates not just the Church, but also the home, contrary to expectation 
and what is deserved. The Lord did not turn His back on Nazareth, even when they turned their backs on Him. He died 
for them. St. James of Nazareth was saved even as Saul of Tarsus. He found forgiveness and grace from his Brother and 
was made James of Jerusalem, undershepherd of the infant church. By baptism and faith we are able to call Christ 
“Brother,” and to call His Father, “Our Father,” for we are all sons of the Carpenter who fashioned us and brothers of 
our Lord who saved us. We are all forgiven. And as that is further known and believed, as that foolishness and blasphemy 
to the world is known as the wisdom of God, it makes our hearts bold, receiving those who once rejected and sinned 
against us as fellow redeemed, covering up their transgression with love, counting others as more worthy and honorable 
than ourselves, and yes, even willing to die for it all. 
 


