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A Disclaimer to Lutherans Reading James 

Talk about completion can sound suspicious to 

Lutherans—we classically maintain that we are 

both justified and sinners at the same time, and 

we want to insist that we are accepted by God 

by grace alone, apart from anything we do or 

earn.  So James’ talk of growing to maturity in 

faith can sound like generic moralizing, or worse 

still, like works’ righteousness. 

It is helpful, though, to take James on his own 

terms and to understand Luther in his own con-

text.  Luther, building on Paul before him, was 

concerned to show that justification required no 

prerequisite goodness on our part.  He attacked 

any attempt to demand anything—a certain 

level of holiness or show of piety—as a require-

ment in order to merit salvation.  Understandably, 

then, Luther—and Lutherans—tend to focus on 

Christian beginnings, baptism especially, and we 

emphasize God’s acceptance of us as we are. 

Without necessarily denying any of that, James is 

asking different questions.  He is addressing peo-

ple who are already aware of their inclusion in 

the community of faith; his question is not “how 

do we get in?” but “once we’re in, where do we 

go from here?”  So rather than focusing on Chris-

tian beginnings, James focuses on the process of  
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growth, maturity, and our goal and purpose as 

human beings.  That is not to say that James is 

only concerned with the end product (any more 

than to say that Paul or Luther were only con-

cerned with “getting people saved.”  But James 

would ask us how we can be satisfied with staying 

where we are and not being stretched or grow-

ing.  At this point, good Lutherans might protest 

that our salvation, our getting into heaven, is not 

dependent on our reaching a certain level of 

Christian proficiency.  But James would say, “Of 

course it isn’t! But God does desire us to come to 

a deeper relationship with each other and with 

him.  It’s not that I have to grow to earn God’s 

love, but because of the love of God, I am—we 

are—enabled to grow toward wholeness. 
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