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I’d like to conduct a little experiment this morning. If you have access to a pencil or pen and a piece of 

paper (you can use the margins of the bulletin if you want), I’d like you to make a list. [Everyone have a pen or 

pencil? – If you can’t get to one, you can make the list in your head]. In the next 30 seconds I’d like you to list 

all the sins you can think of – not necessarily the sins YOU do, but just sins - list as many things you think sins 

as you can in half a minute……….. 

 

There is, in our scripture passage for this morning, one of the most devastating verses in all of the 

Bible… If you remember, back when we started this series on James, I said I had started to memorize the book 

many years ago because it is so filled with practical Christian content – how we ought to live if we are to be 

followers of Christ?… I admitted that I didn’t get the whole book memorized. I stopped dead when I came to 

this morning’s passage – more specifically, the last verse of the passage.  

 

This last section of James 4 is all about not taking the future for granted. It’s all pretty standard Jesus 

kind of talk. It sounds almost as thought James may have heard his big brother’s parables. James tells his own, 

of a sort: “you say, 'Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and 

make some money.'  Why, you don’t even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist 

that appears for a little while and then vanishes.” Sounds a bit like Jesus, doesn’t it? The idea is that God is in 

control and we aren’t and we had better realize that or we’re in for major disappointment. God's sovereignty. 

We see it so often in the scriptures.  

 

That’s all well and good. Good advice but to our ears not terribly earth shattering. We've heard it often 

enough before. But then, just before moving on to another topic - where we'll be next week -  he throws in a sin 

that I’ll bet NONE of you listed this morning… A sin that stopped my memorization dead in it’s tracks – a 

verse that has plagued me from the moment I first saw it until this very day. … James 4:17 – “Anyone who 

knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” 

 

I found out in seminary that my discovery of this verse was not revolutionary. Others had encountered it 

long before I came along. They even invented a theological name for it. They call it “the sin of omission.” …the 

sin of simply not doing what we should. 

 

 Even Baptists, with their long list of sins, have never been able to come up with any sin that is more 

condemning than this one. Now I can sin without doing ANYTHING (in fact, it’s the not doing that IS the 

sin!!!) 

 

It’s a whole lot easier to tell people to “Just say ‘No’” to the various temptations of life than it is to insist 

that they must “Just say ‘Yes’” to what they know to be right and good. The church has often been guilty of 

being so concerned about moral purity that we have ignored the command of Christ to get our hands dirty 

helping others. Avoiding sin doesn’t just mean learning how to say “no,” it also means learning when to say 

“yes.” 

 

It is true, there are a lot of “Thou shalt nots” in the Bible. But it is interesting that when Jesus came to 

earth, He spent very little time preaching and teaching against the sins of the flesh. He spent more of His life 

involved in a ministry of grace and mercy toward sinners – DOING rather than AVOIDING doing. 

 

It was Jesus who was criticized for eating and drinking with the tax collectors. It was Jesus who was 

ostracized for hanging out with the lepers and outcasts. It was Jesus who sat down with women of ill repute to 

show them that someone does, actually, care for them and that they aren’t just sex objects. It was Jesus who was 

caring for the insane, the diseased and the desperate of His society.  

 

As a matter of fact, when Jesus did preach against something it was usually directed at the most 

religious people in His world. He regularly confronted people who taught like this: “You want to be holy? Here 

is the list. 613 things from the sacred scrolls that you must do. Here you will find everything from keeping your 

hands clean by ritual hand washing, to praying, to fasting, to tithing.”  

In most churches today, we would label these guys as completely devoted to God. They followed all 613 

rules! They knew what God expected – yet they wouldn’t lift a finger to help those around them – those 

struggling with difficult burdens – people in need - people with want - people with a need for love. James says 

that is sin. You know to do good and you do not do it, he says. That is sin. 

 

Many Christians rail against abortion, but I wonder if the 25 million unwanted children aborted in the 

past 20 years in the U.S. would have been  adopted by Christian families so quickly... It’s not difficult to be 

against alcohol and drug addictions, but not quite so easy to work to alleviate some of the social problems that 

cause people to get caught up in drugs and drink…. We can so easily rattle off things that are wrong – but do we 

even dare say aloud those things we know to be good that we fail to do? How long would that list be? 

 



Review with me some general areas where we know the good but may fall into sin:. 

 

1. I believe it is sin TO KNOW OF NEEDS WITHOUT HELPING. 

Now, I understand, there is so much need in the world that there is no way we can be involved in every 

area of relief. But how many of us have ever sat there and said, “The need is just too great”, and so we do 

nothing? We don't even try a little bit. You can’t help everyone or everywhere, but you can help someone 

somewhere to some extent. That's what we are doing with those benevolence envelopes. A lot of us are helping 

a little and together we can do quite a lot. (I do want to say something about our benevolence giving. When it is 

given, there is absolutely no expectation that any of it will ever be returned. A few weeks ago I mentioned that 

someone who we helped did, actually, send a check to repay a portion of what was given. That was a wonderful 

gesture, but I don't want anyone who receives help to ever think that is expected nor wanted. Our giving is a gift 

- it is not intended to ever come back). 

 

I have moments of great political angst when someone on the religious right will argue that the 

government needs to get its nose out of various social needs because it is the churches job to minister in those 

areas. I think it might be, but, for the most part, the church isn’t doing it.  

 

In every city there are Habitat for Humanity homes being built, foodbanks and food kitchens needing 

food and volunteers; crisis pregnancy centers needing clothing and baby food and formula…  Most of us are 

more concerned about getting 50 cents at our garage sale for that old baby outfit than donating it to an 

organization that needs it.  

 

2. I believe it is sin… TO BE GIFTED WITHOUT SERVING. 

 

In 1 Corinthians 12 Paul talks about the fact that we all have been given gifts – abilities to do things for 

the kingdom of God. He makes this statement, “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the 

common good.”  

 

If you are a believer, no matter what gender, age, education level or economic situation, God has given 

you at least one spiritual gift. Using that gift is your responsibility. NOT to use it is a sin. God did not give us 

our abilities, our gifts and talents simply to satisfy our own needs. God gave us those gifts for the good of 

everyone. If we have an ability to do something and we don’t do it, we are committing the sin of omission.  

That’s a tough thing to hear, I know. And I wouldn’t presume to say such a thing – but James does.  

 

3. Third category: I believe it must be a sin… TO KNOW THE TRUTH WITHOUT TELLING IT. 

 

Now, I’ve never been an advocate of just blurting things out just because they may be true. That is 

heartless and can often be cruel. Some truths ought to be kept to oneself. But if truth and honesty can benefit the 

hearer, then it is wrong to not say something.  

You know a truth that you almost never share. You know the love of God. You know of His wondrous 

grace and forgiveness. You know the importance of establishing a relationship with Him. When is the last time 

you told anyone anything about that most important truth? When is the last time you so much as hinted at it by 

even inviting someone to church?  

 

Do you know someone who needs to know the truth of Jesus but doesn’t?  

 

You see, I don’t expect you to be come super evangelist. That’s not realistic and, actually, often turns 

people off. But sometimes the Holy Spirit nudges us to speak to people about our faith and we ignore Him 

because we don’t want to or we are afraid we don’t know how. Could that be a sin? Think about it... 

 

So, really, that is the conclusion of the matter, but not the sermon. What caused James to insert that 

cryptically profound and guilt causing sentence? What of the first part of this passage has ANYTHING to do 

with not doing good being sin? What brought James to this conclusion? 

 

It’s the attitude: “Today or tomorrow I’m going to go to this place, spend some time there, do some 

business there, make some money there. Yea, that’s my plan.” One problem. We don’t know what will happen 

tomorrow. Who says you will even be able to go tomorrow? Who says that the opportunity to buy and sell will 

be there? Who says you will make a profit? How do you know what the future holds? 

 

Now, it would be easy for the less visionary minded to say, “See, you aren’t supposed to come up with 

these big plans, these lofty goals, these high hopes for accomplishment. Just take it one day at a time and see 

what happens.” But I don’t think that is what James is saying. 

 

If the conclusion of the matter is that it is a sin when we know to do good and don’t do it, is it possible 

that the inference here is that if we allow all our grand plans, all our fine scheming, all our individual hopes for 

achievement to get in the way of doing what is right in front of us today that we know we should do – that 



THAT is the problem? That THAT is the sin? People looking too much to the future and forgetting the good 

they can do today? 

 

It’s the American problem. We watch the clock until quitting time. We know “hump day” is just a day 

away. We long for “next weekend.” We can’t wait for retirement.  We wish our lives away… and in the midst 

of all the star gazing, we forget to live the life God gave us today and do what God would have us do now. We 

forget to count our blessings and we forget that all those blessings come from God.  

 

The forgotten sin…is the sin of forgetting. Forgetting who we are and what we’re here for… of 

forgetting what life is all about and where it comes from… of planning away our present in favor of a dreamt of 

future… of not DOING what we know is right to do and living in the way we know is right to live. 

 

Make another list when you go home today. Make a list of things you is right for you to be doing that 

you aren't. Decide to chip away at that list. Eliminating one sin after the other by DOING. 
 


