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“Faith vs. Works”  James 1:22-25; 2:14-26 6/4/17 

 This morning we’re continuing our series in the little letter of James.  

Before jumping into this week’s theme, I have a little clean-up to do from 

last week!  You may recall that last week’s sermon was about wealth and 

poverty and the church’s response to both.  I heard from some of you about 

those issues, and I appreciated your thoughts and questions.  But I heard 

from even more of you about one sentence in the sermon.  I said that the 

writer of this letter was James, the brother of Jesus.  Some of you were 

very surprised by this and questioned whether that could be true.  I think 

some of that skepticism comes from the teaching of the Roman Catholic 

Church that says Mary was always a virgin, and therefore could not have 

had any other children.   

 However, that teaching is not found anywhere in the New Testament, 

and didn’t become part of church teaching until several centuries later.  In 

fact, the gospels of Matthew and Mark seem to directly contradict this 

teaching as they describe the scene when Jesus returned to his hometown 

of Nazareth.  The people in the town refer to Jesus’ parents (Joseph and 

Mary), Jesus’ brothers (James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas), as well as his 

sisters!  And, Paul specifically refers to James as “the Lord’s brother.”  I’m 

glad to provide you with the references to these texts if you’d like to look 

them up for yourself. 
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 OK.  On to today’s passage from James 2, which you should know 

from the start is a controversial one.  Martin Luther, the great reformer, 

pointed to this passage as one of the reasons that he disliked this letter of 

James, calling it “an epistle of straw,” a lightweight book of the Bible!   

A key part of Luther’s teaching was that our salvation is dependent 

solely on the grace of God- that there is absolutely nothing we can do to 

earn our way into heaven.  He liked to quote Paul, who wrote, “8For by 

grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it 

is the gift of God— 9not the result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

(Eph. 2:8,9)  This truth was a tremendous relief to Luther and other 

medieval Christians, who worried constantly about their standing before 

God, believing it was dependent on avoiding sin and doing good.  But, if it 

is God who has saved us, without reference to anything we’ve done, then 

we can’t mess it up!  This good news became the foundation of Luther’s life 

and teaching. 

 With that in mind, see if you can figure out why Luther was not 

pleased with these words from James 2.  14What good is it, my brothers 

and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save 

you? 15If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16and one of you 

says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do 
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not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 17So faith by itself, if 

it has no works, is dead. (James 2:14-17) 

 Here, James says that faith without works is useless- in fact, that’s 

the theme of the whole passage.  He gives an example of someone who 

sees a person in need and gives them cheerful words, but no actual help.  

Such faith is useless, dead.   

 In 2014 a University of North Carolina study analyzed the “Save 

Darfur” Facebook page.  More than 1,100,000 people “liked” the page 

indicating that they were concerned and wanted to respond in some way to 

horrific situation in that war-ravaged region of Sudan.  The team examined 

the first 100,000 people who responded and found that 99.8% of those who 

liked the page had never donated to the cause, and 72% had not recruited 

anyone in their own social media circles.  They “believed” in the cause, but 

took no action.  Such belief was worth very little to the people of Darfur, just 

like faith without works. 

 James continues his argument.  18But someone will say, “You have 

faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by 

my works will show you my faith.19You believe that God is one; you do well. 

Even the demons believe—and shudder. (James 2:18-19) 

This theological argument helps to clarify how James is using the word 

“faith” in this letter.  It almost should appear in quotes.  It clearly refers to 
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mere intellectual assent.  He says that even demons, entities whose hearts 

and actions are utterly opposed to God, have “faith” or believe that there is 

one God, but such “faith” certainly can’t save them!   

James then continues with an argument from the Old Testament.  

20Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from 

works is barren? 21Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when 

he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22You see that faith was active along 

with his works, and faith was brought to completion by the works. 23Thus 

the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was 

reckoned to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of 

God. 24You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 

alone. 25Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works 

when she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by another 

road? 26For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without 

works is also dead. (James 2:20-26) 

 James gives two biblical examples where both faith and works were 

necessary.  Abraham was regarded as one of the most important people in 

Israel’s history.  His supreme faith was demonstrated when he obeyed God  

by showing his willingness to sacrifice his long-promised, beloved son, 

Isaac, to God.  James points out that both Abraham’s actions and his faith 

were important for his salvation.  Abraham would never have agreed to 
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offer his son to God if he didn’t trust him, if he didn’t have faith in him.  But 

he did trust God and his faith in God enabled him to act obediently.  The 

second example is the Canaanite prostitute, Rahab, who believed in the 

God of Israel, and whose actions contributed to the fall and capture of the 

city of Jericho by the Israelites.  “Faith without works is dead,” James 

concludes. 

 Some people believe that Paul and James’ understanding of 

salvation is in conflict, but I don’t think so.  I think they are making different 

points and using the words “faith” and “works” differently.  (I’m also aware 

that some of you are mentally checking out of this sermon about now.  

You’re not all that interested in the finer points of salvation theology.  How 

do I know this?  Because I’m sensitive, just like my star word says!  But 

stay with me, because this really does have very practical application!) 

 The story is told of an acrobat who was performing before a crowd.  

He walked a tightrope stretched over a gorge, turned around and walked 

back, all while pushing a wheelbarrow.  When he got back to the side with 

the crowd, he began talking with them.  “Who here believes that I can walk 

back over the gorge and return safely again with the wheelbarrow?” he 

asked.  Everyone raised their hands and shouted that they believed he 

could do it.  “Who believes I can put a person in that wheelbarrow and walk 

over the gorge and back?”  This time the response was a little more muted, 
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but still everyone indicated that they believed he could do it.  Finally, he 

asked, “Who would like to go in the wheelbarrow?”  Silence. 

 Believing something with your mind is one thing;  but real belief 

means getting in the wheelbarrow!  I think that’s what James is getting at.  

Just saying you trust Jesus as your Lord and Savior is one thing.  But real 

faith, real trust, real belief affects how you live your life.  And, Paul would 

agree with that!  He spends chapter after chapter in his letters outlining how 

followers of Jesus should live in ways that are different than they would live 

without Jesus.  Real faith involves action on our part. 

 In the first chapter of his letter, James puts it like this.  

22But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 

themselves. 23For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are 

like those who look at themselves in a mirror; 24for they look at themselves 

and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like.25But those 

who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not 

hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 

(James 1:22-25)  James compares the scripture to a mirror.  It shows us 

what we really look like.  Some people look in a mirror and go away, 

forgetting the flaws, smudges, and other imperfections that it reveals.  

Others see their image, and make the necessary changes.  That’s what 

James says real faith is like. 
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 He calls us to a “working faith” that endures trials, cares for the poor, 

watches what we say, and resists temptation.  And the Spirit, the Holy Spirit 

who was given to the church on that first Pentecost, empowers us to do all 

these things.  The Spirit of Jesus indwells all those who put their faith in 

Jesus Christ and commit themselves to following him.  The evidence that 

the Spirit lives in us is the good deeds that the Spirit both calls and 

empowers us to do. 

 Lou told me a story this week that helps to illustrate this.  At most 

colleges, you can sign up to audit a course.  That means that you don’t 

have to do the reading or take the tests, and you get no credit for the class;  

You just attend class and learn what you can from the lectures.  Of course, 

you need the professor’s permission to do this.  A student went to a 

professor and asked to audit his class.  He said that he had a full course 

load and so he didn’t have the time to do the work required for the class, 

but he wanted to learn about the course subject.  The student was shocked 

when the professor refused his request, stating that without doing the work 

outside class, it was impossible for the student to understand what was 

being taught in the lectures. 

 I think James would have liked that story, because you can’t audit the 

Christian faith.  You may intellectually assent to it, you may agree with it, 
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but it is not genuine faith until you put yourself on the line and do what it 

requires of you. 


