
1

Sermon: James 2:1-26.  “Faith and Works”
Rev. Bruce Stanley

Sermon text and audio available for download at www.waitara.anglican.asn.au

 Can you tell the real from the fake?
Ill – How can you tell the difference? (Pictures). How can you tell if someone is fake?  How do you know when
someone is being genuine?

Well, as we come to James again today, he’s asking us the same question as last week:

 “How is your faith in Jesus going?”

James wants us to confront our faith. He wants us to know what real, genuine faith is. And so in chapter 2 he gives us
some more really practical examples and asks some really difficult questions about what genuine faith is.

 Example 1: Rich man, shabby man
First of all, do you LOVE or JUDGE?

Two men walk into your church.  One is well dressed.  The other is in shabby clothes.  One is rich.  One is poor.  One
looks nice. The other looks disgusting. Do you show favouritism?  Do you judge them based on their appearance?

Confront your faith – How is your faith in Jesus going? Do you have a faith that judges, or do you have a faith that
loves? Do you show favouritism? Verse 8:

 “If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, ‘love your neighbour as yourself’, you are doing right.  But if
you show favouritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers.”

Favouritism is an ugly word.  Favouritism is partiality. Favouritism is racism, and prejudice, bigotry, and discrimination.
Favouritism breaks the royal law – love your neighbour as yourself.  Real faith does not judge.  Real faith loves.
Confront your faith.  James wants to challenge us to get rid of those things that stop us having a genuine faith.

 So that’s #1 – real faith is love, not judgment.

 Example 2: A talking faith
Verse 14:

“14 What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? 15 Suppose a
brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 16 If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well
fed,” but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? 17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not
accompanied by action, is dead.”

What good is it if we just say the right things but don’t DO anything?  What good is it to say we care for someone, if we
do nothing to actually care for them? James says: such faith cannot save. Because such faith is not real faith. Such a
faith is dead. It’s just words.

It’s interesting I think that so many people love to have a go at politicians when they make promises at election time –
better schools, better health care, better roads… then we have a go at them when they do nothing while they’re in
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office. But are we guilty of the same thing?  Of speaking but not acting?  Of saying the right things, but not living out
what we say?  That is a false faith.  It cannot save, because it’s not rally faith at all.

 So that’s #2 – real faith is more than just saying the right words.

 Example 3: A knowing faith
Verse 19:

“19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.”

What good is it to believe the right thing? Is that faith?  Just to know the right beliefs and doctrines? What does it
matter if you get your beliefs right and do nothing with them?  You believe there is one God.  Good!  That’s great!
That’s true!  Good on you.  But so what?  The demons believe that there’s one God – and they’re going to hell!

 In Luke 4:34, an evil spirit says to Jesus: “I know who you are – the Holy one of God.”

 In Luke 8:28, the demons inside a man cry out to Jesus: “What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most
High God?”

Demons know who Jesus is.  Demons have the knowledge, but they don’t worship God as King and they’re going to
hell.  Knowing the right things means nothing! Knowledge is not faith. Having the right theology means nothing!  The
question is – what are you DOING with that knowledge?

 So that’s #3 – real faith is more than just knowing the right things.

Finally, James gives us two people examples.

 Person 1: Abraham
The first person is Abraham. Abraham said he had faith in God.  Abraham knew the right things about God.  But his
faith was proved by his actions.  Verse 21:

 21 Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the
altar? 22 You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what
he did.

Do you remember the story from Genesis 22? At the age of 99, God finally gave Abraham a son, Isaac.  Then a few
years later, God asked Abraham to sacrifice that son.  A strange request.  But what did Abraham do?  He went early the
next morning, he tied his only son Isaac to an altar, and he raised his knife, ready to sacrifice his son, as God had told
him to do. Then God stopped him and said:

 “Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.”

Abraham’s actions came out of his faith. Abraham SHOWED that he trusted God by what he did. This story is proof
that Abraham really trusted God and was prepared to sacrifice anything to Him. And then James gives us this difficult
verse:

 A problem
 “24 You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone.”

Now that verse is a problem, because it seems to contradict what Paul writes in places like Ephesians 2:8-9 –
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 “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith… not by works so that no one can boast.”

It seems a bit of a contradiction.  Are we saved by faith?  Or are we saved by what we do? Two things to say about this:

 1. Yes, we are saved by faith. But,

 2. We are only saved by real faith.

James wants us to confront our faith: What is a real faith?  What is a faith that saves?

Many people in our society believe they are saved because of what they’ve done.  They were baptised, or confirmed,
or they’re a good person who does charity work.  Many people believe they are saved because of what they DO.

But James is talking to Christians who say: I’m saved by faith.  So I don’t’ have to do anything!  Because I’m saved by
what I believe, because I SAY the right things, and KNOW the right things, I don’t need to DO the right thing. And
James says: “No!”

James is very practical.  He says: If you say you believe, and you know all the right things about God, but you still show
favouritism to a rich man over a poor man who walks into your church, can you just stop and check your faith please?
Can you stop and see if you really love your neighbour?  Can you stop and see if your life has been changed by the love
of Jesus and the message of the gospel?

If you see someone in your own church who is without clothes or food, and you just say: “I wish you well”, can you
please confront your faith and check if you really follow Jesus, or if you’re just saying it?

One of you says: “you have faith, I have deeds.”  James says: “Can you please tell me how you can possibly have faith
without deeds?  Can you tell me how you can be changed by the gospel of mercy and not change the way you live?

James wants to challenge Christians that a real faith changes us, and changes the way we want to live.

Just to be clear, doing good things will not save you.  Having faith, trusting in Jesus will save you.  But it has to be a real
trust, a real faith.  You can’t just say the words and know the information.  It has to be a faith that wants God to
change you.

 Person 2: Rahab
James gives us one final example.  And it’s a great example to all of us who feel we can’t live up to the high standards
of someone like Abraham! Rahab.

Rahab is very different to Abraham. She’s a woman. And she’s not from the nation of Israel – she’s an outsider. And
she’s not some outstanding leader of God’s people – she was a prostitute.  But she was saved by her faith.  Her REAL
faith. In Joshua 2, we’re told the story of how Rahab risked her life to protect God’s people and completely trusted
God to look after her. Faith in action.

Now, James doesn’t want us to go away thinking: “I have to live a better life!” He wants us to go away saying: If I have
faith in Jesus, if I trust God with my life, I have to let the gospel message of mercy and love change the way I live and
the way I treat people.  I can’t just SAY I believe this. I can’t just KNOW all the right things. I have to let the gospel
change my life.

So even though we all fail along the way, we judge instead of loving, James wants us to ask that question: “How is your
faith in Jesus going? Is it real?

 Are you letting the gospel message of love and mercy change your life?


