Favoritism

A sermnon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister , Oxford Fresbyterian Church, Uxford, FA at Oxford High
School, on the 15th Sunday after Pentecost, September 15, 1991, Seripture Lessons: Proverbs 22:1-2,
8-9; Psalm 123; James 2:1-3, 8-10, 14-17; Mark 8:27-38. -

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.AMEN

| want to draw Your attention to our Epistie lesson. A few moments
ago we heard a passage which hegan this way: “My brothers and sisters, do
you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus
Christ?” James tells a short story about a rich person and a poor person
who vigited a Christian worship service. The rich visitor was given a
prominent seat up front, while the poor visitor was made to sit on the floor.

How | want you to try to keep in mind what James wrote as | Lell you

another story. I’m thinking of a church.in Philadelphie where | served.as-an = -

intern when | was in seminary. On the session there wereéeveral very
wealthy men and woman. Bul on that same session were also a janitorina
dovn-town of fice building and a woman who cleaned the hames of rich
people. Together thejserved on the session, both the rich and the poor.
There was something else interesting about that church. They

actively sought to evangelize everybody in the neighborhond, rich, poor, and

~in between. Their minister, the Rey. Richard Armstrong, trained men and

women to go from door to door and share their faith. They called
themselves dmbssssaars far Christ. They met every Tuesday evening for a
time of prayer, and to go over their list of new people in the community.

They'd go out, two by Lwo, and call on their prospects. Two hours later
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they'd meet back at the church o taik about their visits.

¥thenever someone neyr moved into the neighborhood it was very
likely that two of those Admbssssonrs 7ar Chr7st would show up at the door,
often with coffee and donuts, to welcome them to the cornmunity. 11 wasn’t
just a social visit though. They’d always bear witness to their faith in
Christ. But it wasn’t a high-pressured affair. They never put people on the
spot. They'd always invite these people to come ﬁnd see what the Lord was
doing at the Ogk Lane Presbyterian Church.

In g0 many churches, the middie-income families are the objects of
evangelisti ris while poor people are simply objects of charity and
hand—outﬁchurch have & tendency 1o show partiality to young couples
with cfiildren but ignore the elderly of The single or the divorced or the poor.
we have social ministries far the poor, and evangelistic ministries to the
middle income families.

But the 0ak Lane church made an active atlempt to reach out to all
without showing partiality to the rich ar ignoring the poar. | think of an
elderly Jewish man in failing health who lived in a small ane rogm
apartment, without a relative, without a friend in the world. He lived as a
recluse until visited one evening by two Amﬁa&s‘aﬁafs 7or Lhrrst Trom the
Oak Lane church.

He wasn’t & very desirable recruit. He had no children for the Sunday |

schonl. He was a widow. He was elderly. He could contribute very little
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financially to the church. And he had B.0. There’s a great temptation to
ignore people like this.. to say, “Well, he wouldn’t fit in very weil in our
church.”

But these dmibssssedors far £hr7st from the Oak Lane church really
believed in “our glarious Lord Jesus Christ”. They really beiieved that “God
has chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the
kingdorm that God has promised to those who tove him™.

They got to know this old Jewish man with his raggedy clothes and
pooar bedy hygiene. They set up a schedule by which he was regularty visited
at least once s week. When he gol cancer of the throat, members of the

church took him to the doctors and then to radiation treatment. They

" brought him mesls when he got home. Mernbers of the church bathed him and

helped to feed him... this poor old dieing man who had nothing financially to
give to the church... who couldn’t add anything to the church’s prestige.

And slowly this poor man began to ask questions of his neyy friends.
“What motivates you people to come and look after me week after week?”
At Tirst he thought they were Just do-gooders. Maybe they thought they
were adding up brownie points with God. But they denied it. They laughed...
deep laughter that welled up from within. They didn’t believe what they
were doing was earning them any merit at all. They said they actually were
growing to like him... they even spoke of their love for him. They said they

vwanted to visit him because a Palestinian Jew had visited them in their



time of need; had petriended them, had washed them, had trought ther rood
and drink, had even died for them.

| One day this poor old man in his shabby clothes asked if he could come
to church? He'd never been to a Christian worship service before. Twao
deacons picked him up. By then he was confined to a wheel-chair. They
rolled him up front where he could hear and see well. People came up to him
afterwards and greeted him with smiles. They were glad to have him there.
So he kept on coming, week after week.

At first he didn’t understand much of anything. ‘wWhat were they

ginging?

“Glory be ta the Father and to the Sen and to the Holy Ghost.
s it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end.”

what did that mean?
He didn’t know the Apostles’ Creed. He'd just follow along in the
humnal trying to make sense of it

He listened to the sermons. Everything seemed to focus on Jesus. He

‘heard about Jesus... how he came inte this world as the child of an unwed

mother.. how he had no place o lay his head... how he touched untouchables
and ate and drank with sinners and claimed to fargive sins. He heard about
how one of his friends betrayed him, how he was unjustiy found quitty, and
died nsked on § cross between two thieves.

He heard also about how this dead Jew came back to l1ife- not simply

survived death, but triumphed over desth. And he began to believe it. Not all
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at once, not suddenly, but slowiy and truly. And as he read the Bible that
was given to him he sensed that the One of whom it spoke, vas present and
spesaking to him through that book.

Finally, he came to the place in his life where he wanted to confess
his Taith in Christ as Lord and Savior... confess his sin and need of a savior...
confess his desire to follow Jesus to his life’s end. Rev. Armstrong
reviewed with him the Gospel message, he met with the session and was
received into the church by profession of faith in Jesus Christ. He couldn’t
respond audibly to the questions because the throat cancer had Laken his
voice but he could shake his head and he could smile & big wide smile. And

then he was baptized, sitting there in his wheel-chair in his 0ld clothes and

Fersived the Satrement of Holy Communion for the first Lime in his life.
There wasn’t a dry eye in the sanctuary that morning.

When this poor man died his funeral was held in the sanctuary of the
Osk Lane church. He had na known relatives in this world, but the sanctuary
was filled with brothers and sisters in Christ who were there to besr
witness to the resurrection and the life everiasting.

This story is true. It’s true because men and women really telieved in
our glorinus Lord Jesus Christ. They really believed that God has choesen the
poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he
has prormised to those who love him. They had a faith that worked. They

expressed their faith through their works. Faith, by itself, if it has no
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WOrks, 16 dead. 11 won't save you.

But someone says, “I have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
Ftrust in Jesus Christ as iy Lord and Savior and rest alone in him for my
salvation.” James asks, “Show me your faith. Show that you have @
personal relationship with Jesus Christ.”

“Wwhat good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith
but do not have works? Can that kind of faith save you? If a brother or
sister is neked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in
peace; keep warm and eat your fi11°, and yet you do not supply their bodily

needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is
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