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As I have mentioned before I am the youngest child in my family.  One of the challenges I faced 

growing up is that my two older brothers and sister were all very high achievers in whatever they 

did.  They were good in school, sports and social activities. 

 

This was especially true with my next older brother, Mark.  Mark is six years older than I am and 

he was the most competitive of my siblings.  He not only wanted the “A” in a class, he wanted 

the highest number of points and the highest “A.” 

 

And when it comes to sports he not only wanted to play and compete, he also practiced more 

than the others and wanted to be the best at his positions.  Thus he made “All Conference” in the 

St. Paul Public School Conference in three sports: football, hockey and baseball. 

 

Not only that he was an “All State” award winner on the 1963 St. Paul Murray HS hockey team, 

won a full scholarship to play hockey at the U of Michigan, was honored by being an alternate 

captain his senior year, and played regularly as a defenseman his sophomore through senior 

years on this big time college team.  

 

Now with Mark making such a name for himself, especially in high school, when I got to Junior 

High and High School many referred to me as Mark’s brother.  In fact, my high school football 

coach never seemed to remember my name—he always called me Mark. 

 

Some months ago I was at a barber shop in Roseville and an old time person from our 

community growing up was getting his hair cut.  When he saw me the first thing he asked was, 

“How is Mark?  What is he doing these days?”  No questions or interest in me—just Mark. 

 

These past weeks we have been studying and learning about some of the disciples and followers 

of Jesus who were in his inner circle.  This morning we are focusing on James the son of 

Alphaeus or as he is also sometimes referred to, “James the Lesser.” 

 

Now it is important to note that at that time there were three people with the name “James” who 

were part of Jesus’ closest family members and associates.  For this reason it was not unusual to 

give these men named “James” a designation that would identify which one they were. 

 

So, “James the son of Alphaeus” was one of those designations as was the name “James the 

Lesser.”  This designation, “Lesser,” seemed to refer to either his height (that he was shorter than 

the others), or to his age—that he was younger than the other two disciples who bore his name. 

 



When I began my pastoral ministry in Maynard, MN, 35 years ago, my very first wedding was 

for an older bachelor whose name was “Shorty Burns.”  However, “Shorty” was not his real 

name and he was not short at all.  He was over six feet  tall. 

 

We also had a man in town whom everyone called “Junior.”  He, of course, was “William, Jr.” 

after his father yet everyone called him “Junior.”  And we had a banker in town whose real name 

was “Harold” but from the time he was young everyone called him “Bill.”  Go figure. 

 

So this James had another name attached to him who defined his place—he was considered to be 

less important than James the Son of Zebedee.  And as the younger brother, who may have been 

shorter in height, it must have been easy for him to feel put down and less of a person. 

 

And yet the fact that his name is listed in Matthew, Mark, Luke and Acts as one of the twelve 

disciples it is obvious that Jesus did not view him as being less than the others.  Rather, the fact 

that Jesus chose and called him to this amazing position shows just how important he was. 

 

And even though the Scriptural accounts do not tell us much about the contributions James made 

to Christ’s mission it is noted that he remained in Jesus’ service all the way through Jesus’ 

crucifixion, death, resurrection and ascension. 

 

James, more than likely, was one of the disciples who made lots of contributions to Christ’s 

mission without a lot of fanfare.  He was most likely one who did lots of things behind the 

scenes.  And yet in the end, like each disciple, he stood firm in his faith and was martyred for his 

uncompromising convictions.  He was faithful to Jesus’ call to the very end of his life. 

 

In the eyes and actions of Jesus James was not the lesser—rather, he was an equal and important 

child of God.  As Jesus called him to follow James was empowered with dignity, affirmation, 

and confidence in his service and ministry for God’s kingdom.  He was set free to use his special 

and important gifts to their fullest. 

 

Now perhaps there are some of you here today who carry that burden of feeling lesser than 

someone else, or feeling as if you have little or no worth compared to others.  Perhaps you too 

had to live in the shadows of an older sibling or of parents who constantly told you that they 

expected bigger things from you. 

 

Or perhaps you are a person who is a perfectionist, one who continually expects more from 

yourself than is even realistic.  Some people’s worst enemy is their own selves—they continually 

put themselves down and never feel as if they are worth very much.  Does that describe you? 

 

Or perhaps you are one who has faced some cruel and insensitive people in your life.  You had a 

teacher who told you that you would never amount to anything.  You had a coach who made fun 

of you.  You had a boss or supervisor who only criticized your work, never affirmed what you do 

well or offered to help you improve. 

 

It is true that we are often products of our upbringing and our past experiences.  And those 

negative and self-esteem deflating tapes are often difficult to get out of our heads.  The result is 



that we may be paralyzed in certain parts of our lives, afraid to try certain things, afraid to follow 

Christ’s call and leading. 

 

Well, my friends, the good news of Jesus and his Gospel is that just like James the Lesser he has 

called you and me to be his disciples.  He has called us no matter what talents and gifts we have, 

and no matter what negative feelings we may share, to serve him with boldness and confidence. 

 

1 Peter 2:9-10 says, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 

special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into 

his marvelous light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you 

had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” 

 

Something to realize, my friends, is that many of the most effective leaders in the history of 

Christianity, and in Christ’ Church, have been people who believed they were not the most 

capable people—people who argued with God and had lots of excuses. 

 

And even at Messiah I know there are many through the years who felt they weren’t as gifted as 

others, or who felt they didn’t have a very strong faith, or who thought that others should step up 

instead and be involved in a ministry rather than them. 

 

But when these people heard that call from Jesus, and when they stepped forward in faith, it is 

amazing and miraculous what God has done in and through them.  Through the power of the 

Holy Spirit they have stepped out of their comfort zone, have followed God’s call, and as a result 

are completely new and transformed people. 

 

That is what the Holy Spirit wants to do in each one of your hearts and lives.  Listen to his call.  

Put behind you those old tapes and messages that drag you down.  You are God’s chosen and 

blessed people, called to declare his praises and life changing power. 

 

Growing up being called Mark and being more of an average student and average at playing 

sports often made me feel like Nathan the lesser.  And yet through the encouragement of my 

family, and through some wonderful mentors, I learned of other gifts I have and heard God’s call 

to use those gifts.  God truly made a new person out of me. 

 

James the son of Alphaeus, also known as James the Lesser, had an interesting position and 

expectation from his family.  Jesus, however, saw through that to his true gifts and he called 

James to be one of his disciples—an honor and opportunity that was unbelievable and amazing.  

His life was truly changed forever. 

 

Your takeaway this morning, my friends, is to go home and contemplate this week on the ways 

the Holy Spirit is calling you.  Allow the Holy Spirit to challenge those negative impressions you 

have of yourself and allow him to open you up to new ways he may be calling you.   

 

And then step forward saying, “Here I am Lord; send me.”  And I guarantee that you will never 

be the same person again.  Let us pray…  


