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Introduction 
A guest preacher was asked to come and speak during the absence of the Senior Minister.  
After the songs were over, the communion given, and the offering received; the guest preacher 
slowly made his way to the pulpit.  He opened his Bible, got his papers in order, looked up and 
smiled at the people in their seats.  For a moment, he simply stood there—staring and smiling.  
Just when the silence became uncomfortable, he read from the Gospel of John: “By this all men 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (13.35).  At the final word, 
the preacher returned to his seat; and the people sat in total confusion.   
 
After a few moments, the preacher returned to the pulpit and said, “By this all men will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  As soon as he finished, he again 
returned to his seat.  This time the people began to whisper to each other about their confusion.  
One last time, the preacher returned to the pulpit and read the words again, “By this all men will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  This time it clicked with the 
people.  A group gathered together to share with one another.  Another group gathered 
together to pray.  A few left the building—not because they were frustrated with the preacher, 
but because they wanted to share the love of Christ with those not present in the church.   
 
Why do I tell you this story?  Simple: the gospel is not something we simply read, or something we 
simply listen to; instead, the gospel is something we live.  The guest preacher in that story 
believed this same concept.  He knew of the tendency to just come and listen to sermons about 
the gospel, and then return home.  He knew that it was much easier to hear a powerful truth 
from the Bible than to actually put it into practice.  And because he knew that, he wanted to 
change that.  He wanted the people to rethink their commitment to God.  He wanted them to 
move past the surface of their commitment, and dig deep within themselves to find the true 
essence of their Christianity.  He wanted them to act!   
 
This seems like a revolutionary idea, or some great tactic for ministry or preaching; but the 
problem is, it is an approach that has been used for thousands of years.  People of God, across 
the span of time, have stressed the need to live as Christians.  The underlying problem is that this 
message has been repeated across the span of time—meaning, people were continuing not to 
live as Christians.  Such was the case 2,000 years ago, and such is the case today.  The tendency 
today is to evaluate what is said, how it is said, why it is relevant.  In this process, the true essence 
is lost and the proper response is hindered.   
 
It is because of this tendency that Jesus appropriately told his disciples, “Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28.19-20).  The main 
verb in this entire phrase is “make disciples”; the rest are participles, which means they tell us 
how one makes disciples.  I mention this because Jesus is making a critical point: his teachings 
are not to be simply read and thought about.  Jesus’ teachings are to be lived out and used for 
his purpose and his glory.   
 
You would think that because this principle came from the mouth of the Jesus, it would not be 
forgotten; but two-thirds of the way through the first chapter of James, one finds the unthinkable.  
The people had forgotten this principle, so James seeks to not only show how they had forgotten 
it; he also shows why it is so important to remember it.     
 



I want us tonight to look at the same process given by James and see if we can find this true 
essence of Christianity.  This will not be an easy task, so I ask for your patience as we work our 
way through it.  With all of that said, let me give you the flow for the remainder of this message: 
First, I want to briefly explain what the true essence of Christianity is.  Second, I want us to look at 
some examples of how the people missed this true essence.  And finally, I want to try and tie all 
of the material together and secure an application.   
 

Defining Terms 
First things first: what is the true essence of Christianity?  Simple: Christianity is a religious 
relationship.  In order to properly understand this explanation, we need to compare and 
evaluate two separate definitions.  The first definition is, “religion.”  What is a religion?  Webster 
shows a religion to be “any specific system of belief and worship, often involving a code of 
ethics and a philosophy . . . [as well as] the state or way of life of a person in a pursuit.”1  This 
definition is adequate, yet it contains three problems:  
 

1. This definition simply throws any and all belief systems into a barrel and makes them all 
the same.  In other words, this definition sees no distinction between Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Christianity, and so on down the line.  However, any amount of study would 
clearly show this to be untrue.  The English journalist, Steve Turner, in his satire on modern 
thought says: “We believe that all religions are basically the same . . .  They all believe in 
love and goodness.  They only differ on matters of creation, sin, heaven, hell, God, and 
salvation.”2  While appearing similar, all religions are in fact different; and we could say 
they differ where it truly matters. 
 

2. This definition of “religion” gives the impression that one’s success/failure in any given 
religion is based on that person’s ability to obey the “code of ethics” and uphold its 
“philosophy.”  This impression creates a barrier for the person who wishes to be a part of 
a given religion.  There is the impression of, “You have to agree with this and obey these 
rules to be one of us.”  And this impression typically leads to the third problem. 
 

3. A person can be religious without being affiliated with any specific system of belief.  In 
other words, a person can be religious about not being religious.  And, generally 
speaking, this decision to be un-religious stems from the barrier of “dos” and “don’ts.”  
They then see this barrier as something keeping them from the very freedom they feel 
they deserve.   

 
Now before, with the definition given by Webster, Christianity seemed to fall neatly into the 
category of a Religion.  But after showing these three problems, I hope you see that Christianity 
does not fall into this category – in fact, it does not even belong in the same barrel.  So if 
Christianity is not a “religion”, and if it does not belong in the same “barrel”; what is Christianity 
and where does it belong?  This question can be answered by looking at the second definition: 
“relationship.”  
 
A relationship is defined as a “connection by blood, marriage . . . [and/or] a continuing 
attachment or association between persons.”3  Ah, now we begin to see what the true essence 
of Christianity might be; and we also begin to see how it is on this definition that Christianity 
stands in contrast to the rest of the world’s “religions”.  We could say that this understanding is 
what the people in the time of James were lacking; and this distinction is what they failed to see.  
                                            
 1 New Webster’s College Dictionary, 4th ed, 1210. 
 2 Steve Turner, “Creed”, Up to Date (London)—quoted from, Ravi Zacharias, Can Man Live Without 
God (Nashville, 1994), 42. 
 3 New Webster’s College Dictionary, 4th ed, 1209. 



They were more focused on maintaining the rules and regulations, rather than solidifying the 
relationships that truly mattered.  They were undermining bonds with fellow believers; and worse 
yet, they were undermining their eternal bond with Jesus Christ.   
 

Leading Examples in James 
This leads us right into the second part of the message.  I want us to consider some examples 
from the letter which reveal how the believers were lacking this knowledge and ignoring this true 
essence of Christianity.  Before we get into these examples, let me briefly explain how this 
section relates to the rest of the letter.   
 
The first section of the letter deals with man’s reactions toward God in given situations—whether 
good or bad—and it reveals the nature of their inner condition.  The second section shifts the 
focus to deal with man’s external condition.  After establishing that man’s inner condition is 
corrupt, James gives some examples of how that inner condition effects outward actions.   
 
James uses four examples to reveal this truth, and I want to try and briefly explain each of them.  
The first thing James mentions is the fact that the people’s attention was only on the religious 
aspects of their Christianity.  They knew the rules, they knew what was expected of them; but the 
problem was that they failed to live it out consistently.  Listen to what he says:  
 

But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.  For 
if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural 
face in a mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately 
forgotten what kind of person he was.  But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law 
of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this 
man will be blessed in what he does. (James 1.22-25) 

 
What James is essentially saying in this passage, is that a Christian should not just listen to the 
teachings of Christ, or just read the Scriptures; they are to search it, know it, apply it, use it, and 
ultimately live it.  The problem was that the people were simply studying these teachings in order 
to appear religious.  This type of attitude was constantly rebuked by Jesus; and James, here, 
simply reiterates the same rebuke.   

 
The second example is more pointed than the first.  James makes a toe-crushing statement 
when he deals with the issue of favoritism.  The believers of his time were more concerned with 
how they appeared to others rather than how they appeared to God.  They were more worried 
about being accepted into various social circles rather than being accepted into the fellowship 
of heaven.  This desire for appearance and acceptance was one of the leading causes of 
innocence being trampled upon by other people.  Listen to the situation James describes:  
 

For if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and dressed in fine clothes, and there 
also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes, and you pay special attention to the one wearing 
the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and you say to the poor man, “You 
stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,” have you not made distinctions among 
yourselves, and become judges with evil motives? (James 2.2-4) 

 
There are two faults I want you to notice: 1) the Greek word used for “assembly” is literally 
translated, “synagogue;” this practice was happening within the walls of the church.  These 
believers were not being welcoming and considerate to the visiting rich because it was the 
“Christian” thing to do.  They were being inviting and considerate because they were poor and 
wanted something from the rich; and they used their Christianity to mask to their true motives.  
And 2) this practice was highly hypocritical.  These believers were indignant toward the rich 



because the rich constantly exploited the poor.  In what these “believers” were doing, they 
made themselves no different and no better: they were exploiting the rich, and neglecting the 
poor.  It has been said that what we criticize the most is most likely the very thing we dislike 
about ourselves.   

 
The third example, as well as the final one, was an extremely delicate topic in the days of James; 
and it continues to be delicate in our time as well.  The leading “religious” people of James’ time 
praised themselves in their ability to obey the Law of God—or at least, they were able to appear 
obedient.  In this third example, James shows how they are actually disobedient.  Watch what 
he does with his statement:  
 

If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR 
NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are doing well.  But if you show partiality, you are committing 
sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors.  For whoever keeps the whole law and yet 
stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all (James 2.8-10) 

 
This truth echoes what Jesus said when he was asked about the greatest commandment.  Jesus 
tied the first four commandments together by saying, “ ‘YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD 
WITH ALL YOUR HEART, WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR 
STRENGTH’ ” (Mark 12.30).  He then tied the remaining six together by saying, “ ‘YOU SHALL LOVE 
YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF’ ” (Mark 12.31).   
 
The point being made by Jesus is this: the ability to love your neighbor is a direct result of your 
ability to love God completely.  Fail in either one, and the other suffers.  It is on this foundation 
that James can accurately say, “whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, 
he has become guilty of all” (James 2.10). 

 
A moment ago, I mentioned that this topic was also delicate in our time.  Allow me to share with 
you as to why this is so; but I want to use what James has already said as a backdrop, which 
begins to set the stage for the application to come.  What James does is simply remove any and 
all distinctions between various sins.  What we do, in our time, is reinstate those distinctions so 
that we can justify our actions by saying, “At least I’m not as sinful as that person.”   
 

By doing this, we create the idea of various “degrees” of sin (i.e. one sin is worse than another); 
and each sinner should be punished accordingly.  In other words, people tend to feel that 
murderers should be punished by God more than, say, a pick-pocket.  Now, this way of thinking 
is logical for our system of government—a person commits a crime and they should be punished 
based on the type of crime committed. 

 
But James 2.10 shows that such thinking is not found in the way God handles things.  In the eyes 
of God, a sin is a sin.  Or, to put it in a better way: a violation is a violation.  What this means, 
simply, is that when a sin is committed by a person; something or, someone is violated.  So it may 
be said that the type of sin is secondary.  The murderer violated the life of another person by 
taking that life.  The pick-pocket violated the privacy and possessions of another person by 
taking those possessions.  This “violation-principle” holds true to any and all forms of sin.  When a 
sin is committed, something or someone is violated.   

 
This brings the real issue to the surface.  It is not just the action that is a problem; it is also the 
condition of the person’s heart that is a problem.  In other words, the result and cause of sin must 
be dealt with properly.  A person commits murder—that’s an obvious problem; but what caused 
the person to commit murder is the real problem to address.  Therefore, it is safe to say that sin—



in the eyes of God—does not begin in the act; it begins in the heart of the person who desires to 
commit the act.  We see this idea in Jesus’ teaching found in Matthew 5.21-48. 

 
The overall point of this example is simply this: because man’s heart was in such a condition, the 
Law was given.  But man immediately became prisoners to their own perceptions of the Law.  
The Law was not given to restrict the people; it was given to free the people.  It was not given to 
change their actions; it was given to change their desires.  But because they were more 
concerned with what the Law restricted them from doing, they became prisoners.  And 
because they were prisoners, they constantly sought escape and caused multiple, spiritual riots 
within themselves.   

 
Finally and quickly, the last example given by James is on how the people were at an impasse in 
what to do with their Christianity.  They saw two options: 1) they could live by faith alone, but as 
James clearly points out, this option is not living—it is simply hearing.  Or, 2) they could try and 
justify themselves by their actions alone, but James also pointed out that the motivation behind 
the actions is immediately called into question.  The only solution is to realize that one’s faith must 
produce a way of life which desires to do as God has commanded them to do; yet, such a way 
of life must have its beginning in the foundation of God’s teaching and truth.   
 

What Does This Mean for Us? 
With all of that said, let us find the application.  Christianity is not about trying to stay within the 
walls of some “code of ethics.”  Christianity is not about trying to uphold a “philosophy” or even 
evaluate a “philosophy.”  Christianity is not about trying to find freedom outside of the Law; it’s 
about finding the freedom that comes from within the fulfillment of the Law—and that fulfillment 
is Jesus Christ.  Without Jesus Christ, our faith is worthless.  Without Jesus Christ, our hope is non-
existent.  Without Jesus Christ, our lives are dead.   

 
Why do I say this?  Simple: Jesus is the reason for our faith; he is the reason for our hope; and he is 
the reason we are alive!  And why is Jesus the reason for all of these things?  He is the reason 
because he and his Father are passionately in love with mankind.  Since the dawn of creation, 
God has displayed his awesome and eternal love for his greatest creation; he has sought a 
relationship with mankind.  However, because of sin, mankind was blind to this eternal passion 
and deep-seeded love.   
 
This blindness was not a result of their sin, it was the cause of their sin—meaning: the people 
willingly refused to see God.  “For since the creation of the world [God’s] invisible attributes, His 
eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has 
been made, so that [man is] without excuse” (Romans 1.20).  In all of this, “ ‘I have loved you,’ 
says the LORD.  But [the people] say, ‘How have You loved us’?” (Malachi 1.2).  They were blind 
to God’s love. 

 
This mindset stems from a poor perspective of God and a poor understanding of the true 
essence of Christianity.  God is not to be seen as the “Tyrant in the Sky” barking out orders which 
must be followed without question and without regard to the well-being of mankind.  Instead, 
God is to be seen as the loving Father that he is—desperately seeking his lost children.   
 
This is the proper perspective on God.  What, then, is the true essence of Christianity?  It is a 
relationship between humans, and it is a relationship between humans and God.  It is a bond 
shared between believers; and it is an eternal bond between humanity and God sealed with 
the blood of Christ.   

 



When we start to see Christianity in this light, we begin to see how it is when we sin, we are not 
just breaking a law—where we pay the fine and continue on with life.  Instead, we understand 
that when we sin, we violate the bond we share with fellow believers; and we violate the bond 
we share with God.   
 
Those who feel they can continue in their sinful ways, while claiming to be “in Christ” do not fully 
understand the true essence of Christianity.  What I mean by this is that there are those who 
exploit the grace of God by willfully sinning, knowing that they can go before God afterward 
and seek His forgiveness.  In this, only their actions are laid before God; they have no intention of 
changing their desires.   

 
I will close with this simple thought: Christianity is a religious relationship.  It is a bond between the 
greatest creation and the greatest Creator.  It is a marriage sealed with the blood of Christ and 
it is an eternal association between God and us.  
 
I challenge you, tonight, to rethink your relationship with Jesus Christ.  I challenge you to 
understand that when you sin, you are not simply disobeying a commandment; you are 
violating the sacredness of your relationship with Jesus.  I challenge you to see the passion God 
has displayed in seeking you and the desire he has to be in a relationship with you.  I urge you to 
be religious about your relationship with God, because he has certainly been religious about his 
relationship with you.   
 


