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Sermon for Peace Church 

May 24, 2009 

 

PURPOSE – To teach the organic relationship between faith & works and call believers to see if 

they do know and believe the God revealed in Jesus Christ. 

 

MAIN IDEA – Works reveal faith, as fruit do a tree – and the works that reveal a living faith in 

God are merciful, sacrificial and hospitable. 

 

 I.     INTRODUCTION 

 

 Let’s open our Bibles to James 2:14 (p. 1882) 

 

1.  On this Memorial Day weekend, we have paused to recognize those members of our 

country who not only had BELIEFS about the nature of society & government … they ACTED on 

those beliefs. 

 At the core of those beliefs is the conviction that humans are made in the image of God, 

with responsibilities before Him - and therefore freedoms of worship and speech.  

 

(i)  But what happens when forces arise that deny such beliefs?   What happens when those 

forces organize & militarize – seeking to IMPOSE their ideology on others, LIMITING freedom 

of thought & speech according to what THEY deem best? 

 What happens when those forces even come destructively your way – knocking down 

skyscrapers, turning planes into bombs, destroying innocent life? 

 

A.  Imagine if those who said they believed in freedom of speech & worship did nothing in 

response?  What would you say about those beliefs in freedom? 

YOU WOULD SAY, “YOU DON’T REALLY BELIEVE IT! – for you’re not doing anything about this!”   

 Because if you believe in something – truly believe in something – IT WILL SHOW ITSELF 

IN ACTION! 

 

2.  And that exactly is James’ point in this next section of his Holy Spirit-inspired letter to the 

Church, subtitled, “FAITH & DEEDS” … - true faith is manifest in action. 
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 Now  James is not referring to social & political beliefs.  He’s writing about something 

more foundational  - CHRISTIAN FAITH    

 = The belief that God has uniquely revealed Himself in the historical Jesus – His eternal 

Son – and has brought salvation & a new kingdom on earth through his life, death, 

resurrection and exaltation? 

 - DO YOU BELIEVE THAT?  … TEST YOURSELF! … IF SO, IT’LL BE SEEN IN YOUR LIFE! 

 

(i)  The testing of true faith is the overall theme of this letter. 

  

A.  In its original setting, James writes to believers going through trials.  He begins by stating 

that PERSEVERANCE in trial evidences that you truly have faith. 

 If you give up on God in trials, if you fall to temptations that come in those times … what 

kind of fair-weather faith is that?  That’s not faith – for God has purposes, even in those trials. 

 

B.  Then James broadly shifts – from the personal -  to what true faith looks like SOCIALLY! 

 - It doesn’t PLAY FAVORITES 

 - It doesn’t pre-judge and evaluate people according to worldly measures 

In fact, true faith – ch. 1:27 – looks after orphans & widows in their distress … because our 

BELIEF is that God in Jesus Christ is MERCIFUL.  

 Therefore we seek to do DEEDS of MERCY in this world – especially to those who 

probably can’t pay us back / to those from whom one gains no economic advantage in serving  

= mercy-works. 

 Chapter 2:12 – “Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives 

freedom (= the law of Christ), because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who 

has not been merciful.   

- James is saying that worldly PRE-JUDICIAL behavior reveals that you actually 

do not believe in the mercy of God in Jesus … CAUSE WHAT YOU DO SHOWS 

WHAT YOU BELIEVE! 

 

3.  … which brings us to this morning’s passage:  Read chapter 2:14-26 

 

 II.     FAITH & WORKS 

 

1.  As our drama indicated, Martin Luther had a hard time saying - “THANKS BE TO GOD” - 

about this particular passage. 
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 Luther was this INTENSE man who wrestled deeply with the question, “How can I be 

pleasing to God?”   

 He became a priest, served God in the church, thought / wrote / worked hard for God … 

yet he knew deep within was still corruption of soul:  Pride – for what he did, comparison, 

lusts, fears, guilt & shame. 

ü  “How can I be totally pleasing to God? … right with God? … one with God? 

ü “The harder I try, the worse I realize I am!  =  LUTHER’S DILEMMA 

… Until the day, reading Paul’s letter to the Romans, he realized that there is a source of 

righteousness with God OUTSIDE OF HIMSELF – Jesus Christ, God’s own Son – who became 

pure obedience FOR US – dying on the Cross to bring forgiveness & freedom from guilt – rising 

again to be living human righteousness SUFFICIENT ALONE for fellowship with God. 

 … Luther saw CHRIST – and Luther realized that in order to be right with God, I need to 

let go of any notion that I can earn that status, and BELIEVE that Jesus Christ came to EARN IT 

FOR ME, dying & rising to offer it TO ME! 

 

(i)  WHAT GOOD NEWS!  Salvation is by FAITH ALONE … in Christ’s righteousness alone.  This is 

the only way to be JUSTIFIED – made right – with God!    = THIS IS THE GOSPEL! 

 

2.  So what is James writing about in chapter 2:24 where it states:  “You see that a person is 

justified by what he DOES and not by faith alone”? 

 Without understanding the broader context of this passage, you can see why Luther – 

the man who spearheaded the Reformation of the Church in the 1500’s – would have 

struggled with that verse.  In itself it contradicts everything he & the gospel stands for:  THAT 

JESUS IS THE SAVIOR, not our merits! 

 

(i)  However IN THE CONTEXT of our passage today (and as explained by our drama), I trust 

you can see that James & Luther (Paul in Romans) do not contradict each other. 

  

(ii)  Here’s the key word:  JUSTIFIED 

 Strictly speaking, James & Paul (Luther’s focus) are using the SAME WORD, but referring 

to 2 different things: 

 A.  When Paul writes about being justified, it has to do with being made right with GOD 

– in light of His holiness & our sin.  Christ alone is our source of justification in that 

relationship, received through faith.  He reconciles us to God.  He makes us one with Him 

through faith. 
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 B.  When James writes about being justified, he’s concerned with whether our FAITH is 

justified – in the sense of whether we are reconciled to TRUE FAITH IN CHRIST?   

   How do we know that we are ONE WITH TRUE FAITH in Christ – who makes us one with God?   

     He’s really asking, “Is our faith in Christ justified?” … which brings us justification with God! 

- And he answers:  WE KNOW THAT WE HAVE THE FAITH IN CHRIST THAT 

JUSTIFIES US WITH GOD … BY THE WORKS that that faith produces in our life! 

 

(iii)  In that sense, (going back to verse 24), a person is “JUSTIFIED BY WHAT HE DOES (for his 

deeds reveal true faith in Christ)” … and not by “faith” alone (cause there really is no such 

thing as “faith” alone). 

 

3.  Turn to your sermon notes on the back of your bulletin.  I want to go through 4 statements 

to make sure you comprehend this – because heaven & hell is on the line in these statements 

& your response to them. 

 - Each of them has to do with SAVING FAITH – cause that’s James’ subject here:  Verse 

14 – What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds?  Can such 

faith save him? 

 

(i)  Statement # 1 – Salvation is not through works without faith. 

 This goes back to Luther before he was saved.  He was trying to build a life worthy 

enough to be right with God.   

 A.  – Can’t DO IT! – As we read from our Catechism # 86 – we have been delivered from 

our misery (the guilt of sin) by God’s grace alone through Christ alone and not because we 

have earned it. 

 B. – Eph. 2:8-9 – It is by grace you’ve been saved, through faith – and this is not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God – NOT BY WORKS! 

 C.  And that verse goes on to add:  SO NO ONE CAN BOAST – If we were able to earn a 

relationship with God, it’d naturally be a source of pride (the spirit of which is completely 

opposite to God – who is love). 

 D.  So why do we do good?  It’s not to MERIT anything in relationship with God – it’s just 

to show (# 86) that we’re THANKFUL for what He has done for us in Christ – and to fellowship 

in His Spirit (cause He is good), bearing witness to others. 

 = Faith’s hold on Christ means we serve God thankfully / freely / joyfully – not trying to 

prove ourselves to God or others! 

- Faith therefore completely changes the MOTIVES for doing good in this world! 
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(ii)  SECOND STATEMENT – Salvation is not through “faith” (quote / unquote) without works. 

 This is where James can be a touch confusing because he writes in verse 18:  “Show me 

your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do.” 

- What he’s actually saying is what you’re calling “faith” is not really faith. 

A.  It would be what we call knowledge. 

 Yes, God is great; God is good – He’s to be worshipped – That’s a statement about 

something you know.    But it’s not faith unless you gather to PASSIONATELY praise, listen & 

pray. 

B.  In fact, James makes the point that you can KNOW correct doctrine – like the demons do:  

But such knowledge is not faith. 

 Verse 19 – He writes, “You believe that God is one” – that’s quoting Biblical doctrine – 

the Jewish SHEMA – Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one (Dt. 6). 

  DEMONS KNOW THAT! 

C.  Faith is knowledge & ACTIONS that reveal that we trust & live by it – mind & heart, 

expressed in our bodies. 

 

(iii)  3rd STATEMENT – Salvation is not faith PLUS works! 

 This is a critical statement on a couple of fronts: 

A.  One is the Roman Catholic teaching from which the Protestant Church split in the 1500’s.  

That teaching said that, yes, in order to be saved you must believe in Jesus Christ as Savior – 

but that’s not enough.  You need to add some works to it in order to finish the deal with God – 

some penance, purchase some pardons (indulgences), recite certain prayers. = faith + works. 

 Now since then, the Roman Catholic Church has toned down this teaching – but what’s 

still taught – and heard from many other places as well – goes something like this: 

 

B.  The preacher will say:  “OK – you believe in Jesus – good – now what are you going to do 

about it?!” ….  I see you sitting on your behind … I see you taking sin lightly …  

 “Come on, you’re a believer … DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT!” 

 

C.  That’s not what the Bible teaches – faith plus works.  What James would say about that is:  

YOU’RE NOT A BELIEVER … YOU’RE NOT SAVED – if you’re sittin’ on your behind & taking sin 

lightly! 

 Saving faith is NOT being made right with God through Jesus … and THEN deciding what 

to do with that status!  NO!   
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- In that, verse 17 in the NIV is not a good translation.  It reads, “In the same 

way, faith by itself if it is not ACCOMPANIED by action, is dead. 

That makes it sound as if there’s FAITH … and then its companion, ACTION – faith PLUS works. 

 That’s not what James is teaching.  The Greek literally states:  If faith does not HAVE 

actions, it’s dead. 

  

D.  The image he gives – v. 26 – is the spirit & body TOGETHER constitute a living person.  The 

body is not a companion to the spirit.  If the spirit is dead, the body is dead!   

 

(iv)  So his point – FOURTH STATEMENT – is that true faith is EXPRESSED in works. 

 = a living person MOVES … if he doesn’t ACT, he’s not alive  - there’s no spirit in him! 

 LIVING, TRUE FAITH IN CHRIST JESUS … ACTS – if there’s no action, there’s no faith! 

 

A.  So it’s not as if you can say, “OK – I’m saved – now what do I do about it” 

  “If you’re saved, you will do works!” 

 It’s an ORGANIC, NATURAL RELATIONSHIP – like the spirit & the body are one! 

 

B.  The illustration that Jesus Himself used of this organic relationship is a FRUIT TREE! 

 Mt. 7:16 – Jesus said, “You’ll know them by their fruit …” 

  No fruit = dead tree /  bad fruit = bad tree 

- If the tree’s alive & health … fruit will come – naturally, organically, inevitably! 

 

As interestingly Luther himself said elsewhere in his writings (not in his thoughts on James 

2:24):   “Oh, it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith; and so it is impossible for it 

not to do good works incessantly.  It does not ask whether there are good works to do, but 

before the question rises, it has already done them, and is always at the doing of them.” 

 

TRUE FAITH IS LIVING FAITH – and it’s IMPOSSIBLE for it not to do good works incessantly! 

 

 III.    THE TYPES OF WORKS TRUE FAITH PRODUCES 

 

SO WHERE DOES THAT LEAVE US? 

 I trust you’ve figured this one out:  You need to take a good look at what your life is 

DOING in order to evaluate whether you actually have true faith! 
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That’s the personal application of this teaching.  It’s pretty sober stuff! 

 Does your life – your deeds / actions / time priorities / money priorities / energy 

expenditures / commitments – reveal that you actually believe that Jesus is Savior & Lord? 

 

(i)  Along with that, let me explain the type of deeds we should notice happening in our life 

that reveal true faith.  For this also is James’ teaching in our passage: 

 Not only do the acts of faith reveal THAT God is, but the acts of true faith reveal WHO 

GOD IS in Jesus Christ. 

 

A.  So he specifically describes 3 types of work that reflect true faith in Jesus. 

 These are the types of acts that we would expect to be growing in our life if we are in a 

true faith-relationship with God. 

 

1.  First, ACTS OF MERCY 

 This connects into James’ broader call to care for orphans & widows in their distress. 

 Verse 15 – “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food and if one of 

you says, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm & well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical need 

– what good’s that? … what faith is that? … THAT’S NOT FAITH. 

 

(i)  If we have true faith, we should expect our hearts / pocketbooks / time commitments to be 

GROWING in concern for the poor, alienated, marginalized and vulnerable of society. 

 - If true faith is growing in us, we should expect concern for the socially-oppressed 

young men in our community to grow in actual prayers & actions. 

 - If true faith is growing in us, we should expect ourselves to grow in commitment to 

marginalized elderly, vulnerable children in the womb & their confused mothers, global 

poverty …   = situations that call for mercy 

 

(ii) WHY?  Cause in God we have MET MERCY! … and living with Him, we continue to receive 

MERCY! 

- He saved me when I was poor … dead in sins & transgression 

- He reached out to me when I was alienated from God’s kingdom 

- He lifted me up when I was socially oppressed by demonic powers 

When we truly believe what the gospel says we cannot help but do those works in our world.  

If we’re not doing them, we don’t have true faith. 
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2.  The 2nd type of work James highlights as revealing true faith is SACRIFICIAL WORKS. 

 Here he brings before us the example of Abraham (vv. 20-24) and his mind-numbing 

willingness to sacrifice his only son, Isaac, on the altar for God! 

 

(i)  James’ point is that that deed revealed that Abraham knew and trusted God – and so he 

had the kind of faith through which the righteousness of God became his. 

 - What is remarkable about Abraham’s sacrifice is that his willingness pre-dated the full 

knowledge of God in Jesus Christ.  In fact, it was prophetic of it – Abraham’s offer of Isaac was 

fulfilled in God the Father’s sacrifice of His own eternal Son. 

 - But though Abraham’s sacrifice happened 2000 years before Christ’s death, already 

Abraham knew how much the covenant-keeping God was ALMIGHTY & ABSOLUTELY FOR him.  

And he TRUSTED that knowledge of God – and so he acted sacrificially for God in this age. 

 

(ii)  If you have true faith in you, you’ll find yourself doing CRAZY things for God. 

-  You’ll be scratching your head wondering, “why am I working so hard, so 

sacrificially for God – when I could be doing a lot of other things?” … and you’ll 

be SMILING when you ask yourself that … because you WANT to do it / you’re 

GLAD to do it. 

A.  When you have true faith in God, you’ll find yourself living a less-measured, less self-

controlled life.  You will find yourself in times & places sacrificially ABANDONED for God – like 

Abraham! 

 

(iii)  WHY?  Cause that alone shows that you have true faith in God who ABANDONED Himself 

for you … who continues to love you WITHOUT MEASURE … who has SACRIFICED His best, His 

all, His only-begotten Son for YOUR salvation. 

 True living faith cannot but so respond to that God! 

 

3.  The 3rd type of deed that James lifts before us as reflective of true faith are works of 

HOSPITALITY. 

 In this he uses the example of RAHAB, the prostitute, who gave lodging to the Israelite 

spies when they were casing out her city, Jericho, to capture & destroy it.   

 Those spies stayed at her place.  The King of Jericho heard about it & sent for them.  But 

before the soldiers came, she took & hid them in the flax on her roof – then told the soldiers 

that the 2 spies had gone.  They take off & later Rahab sends the spies off safely in another 

direction, back to their people.   
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  = RISKY HOSPITALITY, SAVING SHELTER – for those spies & herself. 

 

(i)  WHY WOULD SHE DO THAT?  Because she had TRUE FAITH! 

 - She knew that the God of those spies was the Almighty, Living God who had sheltered 

a people through the wilderness – a group of former slaves in Egypt, now a formidable army. 

 - She knew that her people could not stand before that God 

 - She trusted that He would take HER – even a prostitute – IN to be part of that family. 

 

A.  How do we know that she had that knowledge & trust of God? 

 - Because SHE LIVED IT OUT – her actions showed that she believed in a hospitable God! 

And so at great risk, she SHELTERED those spies! 

 

(ii)  You will know that true faith is living in you when you find your heart & home being more 

and more open to others, even those it takes some risk to shelter! 

 You will know that true knowledge & trust of God in Christ LIVES IN YOU when you 

observe your life MAKING ROOM for others … becoming MORE AVAILABLE … MORE WELCOME 

…BIGGER PEOPLE – who shelter others within our influence! 

 

(iv)  WHY? 

 Because that’s who God is – “Come to me, all you who are weary & heavy-laden, and I 

will give you rest!” 

 

 IV.     CONCLUSION 

 

TWO QUESTIONS TO CLOSE: 

 What do your works say about who God is? 

 And do they reveal that you are in a true faith-relationship with God in Christ? 

 

Faith without merciful, sacrificial, hospital deeds is as DEAD as a corpse.  It’s NOT FAITH.  It’s 

just knowledge, perhaps even doctrinally-correct knowledge! 

 

1.  As you’re being spoken to, please don’t make a FAITH plus WORKS heretical response! 

 Don’t think, “Yea … I’m a Christian, but it’s about time I pull my boots on … = ADD some 

works to my salvation.” 
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 (i)  NO!  The response God’s Word calls people to is REPENTANCE. 

 

Trying to ADD works to some falsely-confident “faith” is like trying to STAPLE APPLES on to a 

dead or dying apple tree. 

- It’s stupid.  They’ll fall off – or wither 

- There must be a living, organic relationship. 

 

(ii) In repentance is salvation. 

 Confess your deadness 

 Confess that you are dying 

 Ask that God’s Spirit to be born in you through true love for Jesus 

 Ask for God’s Spirit to be renewed in you – so that you don’t wither completely dry 

  Repent of fruitlessness. 

   God forgives and brings spiritual renewal. 

 

“I am the Vine; you are the branches. 

 If a person abides in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; (Jesus promises) 

  For apart from me you can do nothing.” 

 

MAY YOU FIND YOURSELF TRULY IN CHRIST TODAY.  AMEN! 


