
in the last couple of weeks we have begun a new sermon series 
on the book of James. - Its a very practical book and so far in 
chapter 1 James has looked at issues such as trial, doubt, humil-
ity, temptation, anger, gossip and looking after the poor.

James 1:22-25 “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive 
yourselves. Do what it says. 23Anyone who listens to the word 
but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face 
in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and imme-
diately forgets what he looks like. 25But the man who looks in-
tently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to 
do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be 
blessed in what he does.”

When Michael Jackson looked at the man in the mirror he came 
away determined to make a change (or so the song goes). And 
that sentiment would be worth of Jamesʼ words - James de-
scribes a very practical faith. 

Listening to the word and not doing it, hearing the Gospel, even 
saying we believe it, and not being transformed is deceiving our-
selves.

Now in chapter two James adds to this by saying 

2:14 What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith 
but has no deeds? Can such faith save him

Whatʼs this all about? Werenʼt we told that all you need is faith? 
Many of us may even have become Christians hearing that all 

you need to do is believe in Jesus Christ - what is James on 
about? Isnʼt he undermining the gospel?

Well we need to start by asking ourselves the question

What is the Gospel and what Happens when we believe it?

What is the Gospel?
Lets try John 3:16

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 
life.

Thatʼs just a summary, and a pretty good one. The gospel (the 
good news) is that God sent his son Jesus into the world to be 
human, to overcome sin and death, to introduce a new eternal 
kingdom for all who believe in him.

The gospel has everything to do with Jesus, and nothing to do 
with us. It is all about faith in Jesus.

Back in the reformation Martin Luther was famous for re-
introducing the biblical concept of salvation by grace through 
faith. That is salvation is a gift from God and only needs to be 
accepted/believed. The church at the time had wondered into 
heresy, claiming that by doing ʻworksʼ, such as attending mass, 
giving to the poor,  buying indulgences, then yours or someone 
elseʼs standing before God could be affected.
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Luther famously opposed this and was ex-communicated from 
the Catholic church for doing so.

Martin Luther did not like the book of James! Why - because he 
thought that it was undermining the biblical concept of salvation 
by grace through faith.

Thatʼs not what James is doing in these verses.

So now the question has to be asked is “What is Faith?” And 
what is James saying about it here in verses 14-26.

And he gives four examples, and then makes 

Example 1: Faith is more that wishful thinking

v15-16 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? 

We all know that wishes donʼt exist. Thatʼs why we like to make 
fairy tales out of them. A boy finds a lamp and rubs it, out pops a 
genie and grants him three wishes - for anything he wants. He 
doesnʼt have to do a thing.

But many of the people who come to Jesus - if we read through 
the gospels - consistently exercise faith, but their faith is accom-
panied by action.

The paralysed man who was brought to Jesus and was told to 
get up and pick up his mat - he had to get up. He had to back up 
his faith with action

The woman who had been bleeding for 12 years who sneaked 
up behind Jesus to touch his coat. She was instantly healed. Yes 
- she needed faith, but she had to touch the hem of Jesus cloak. 
Her faith was accompanied by action.

The blind man in John chapter 9. Jesus put some mud on his 
eyes and then told him to go and wash in the pool of Siloam. So 
thatʼs what he did, he went. His faith was accompanied by ac-
tion.

17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by ac-
tion, is dead. 

Faith not accompanied by action, itʼs like we donʼt really believe 
is what we say we believe in enough to act on it. The old phrase 
goes - put your money where your mouth is.

Example 2: Faith is more than sound doctrine

18But someone will say, "You have faith; I have deeds."
      Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my 
faith by what I do.

 19You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons 
believe that—and shudder. 
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In this church we a rightly concerned with getting theology right. 
We want to study the Bible and understand Godʼs word! That is 
good and it is Biblical. Constantly the new testament is warning 
against heresies and false teaching, so we need to know what 
we believe.

How ever, simply knowing what we believe is not enough. 
Knowing theology and assenting to that is not enough. Having  
the right answer is not always the appropriate answer
.
// Friend in Oxford
I had a friend in Oxford (Sarah - not my Sarah it was someone 
else) who moved to Oxford when I was living there. She had 
moved from Sevenoaks to be near her boyfriend who had just 
started working in Oxford.

About a month after moving, the boyfriend broke up with her. 
She, naturally burst out crying.

Her boyfriends reaction to seeing her crying was:

“Rejoice in the Lord always, Sarah, Rejoice in the Lord”

That is a biblical answer. We are told to rejoice in the Lord al-
ways in Phil 4:4. But it was hardly the appropriate answer for that 
situation. The appropriate thing would have been an action of 
consoling her or finding someone who could.

 James says -

v19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons 
believe that—and shudder. 

The Demons know all about God, they believe in him, they know 
he exists - they know the ʻrightʼ answer. But theirs is not a saving 
faith. They have the knowledge but donʼt have the trust. And ac-
tion comes with trust.

Example 3 & 4: Faith is demonstrated in Action (Abraham + 
Rahab)

So then James moves on to his third example - Abraham.

Now remember Abraham God promised to him that from his 
seed, from his descendants would come a great nation, and out 
of that nation would come the person who would be a “blessing 
to the whole world”

But then Abraham got old and he still didnʼt have any children. 
How were he and his wife Sarah going to have many descen-
dants when they still didnʼt have children? 

First they took matters into their own hands and Abraham had a 
child with his servant, Hagar. Lack of faith. That wasnʼt what God 
had in mind.

Then eventually, at a ripe old age, God provided Sarah and 
Abraham with a son, Isaac. After so many years of waiting.

Faith and Works James 2  2 March 2011

Page 3



Now, can you imagine what must have gone through Abraham's 
mind when just a few years later, God asks him to go up a moun-
tain and sacrifice Isaac? (Chapter 22 Genesis) This boy, Isaac 
was the fulfilment of Godʼs promises - what is God doing asking 
Abraham to sacrifice his son?

Well, Abraham had faith in God. He believed that if this was what 
God had asked him to do, God would provide in another way. 

In fact, as heʼs going up the mountain with Isaac, Abraham says 
to his servants 

Gen 22:5 “ Stay here with the donkey while  I and the boy go 
over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you”

Abraham is fully expecting God to provide.

And when he God up the mountain, God stopped the sacrifice 
and provided a ram in place of Isaac.

v21-22 Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for 
what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22You 
see that his faith and his actions were working together, and 
his faith was made complete by what he did.

Abraham's faith in God was demonstrated by his action.

// i believe but i donʼt….

So what is faith - it is much more than simply believing and sim-
ply knowing the right stuff. Faith is exhibiting trust by relying and 
following God. Jesus said to his disciples “Follow me”

Application
What can we take out of this?

Many of us have become Christians, and believe and trust in Je-
sus. We may have prayed a prayer asking for forgiveness and 
the Holy Spirit to come into  us…

Thatʼs fantastic. But that is not the end of the journey. Once we 
meet Christ, we are transformed, and being transformed means 
we exercise our faith and put it into action.

So if we are saying to ourselves…
• I believe… but I canʼt be bothered to pray

• are we really exercising our faith?
• I believe… but I donʼt live like God exists

• are we demonstrating  our faith.
• If we have faith in God, then we must demonstrate our 

faith in action, in the way we live.
• I believe… but I canʼt be bothered to follow his commands

• theyʼre too hard
• irrelevant
• Most of them are fine, 

• but that one about lust - that doesnʼt apply to me 
does it?

• that one about gossip
• looking after our neighbours
• giving money
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• doesnʼt apply to me?

We put our faith into action by following Godʼs commands and 
relying on him

Jesus has paid the penalty for sin, he has fulfilled the law for 
us... weʼve been saved by grace….so that we can become chil-
dren of God.
• if we believe that, we must live like itʼs true.
• so we must be changed

Do our actions demonstrate our faith

// two types of people.
Now, I think there are probably two types of Christian here today

Some who are following Jesus, being transformed, but are con-
stantly looking at themselves wondering if theyʼre doing well. To 
you I have two things to say:
• we are saved not by what we do, but through the grace of God. 

“James 2:13 “Mercy triumphs over judgement” - so donʼt doubt 
your salvation

• look how far you have come since you first became a Christian.  
Look what God has been doing in your life to transform into his 
likeness. Look at that and stop doubting.

The second type of person is the one who has probably been a 
Christian for a long time, but may have stopped moving in their 
faith
• We too are saved by grace
• but we need to remember to keep following

• to keep examining our selves
• to keep moving towards Jesus and becoming more like 

him in how we live and what we do.

What is God challenging you about at the moment? 
• Is it lust?
• It is use of money?
• Is it use of time? 
• Is it being open about faith at work?
• Is it helping others in some way?
• is it simply spending time with God - the source of our faith?

• Are we being challenged about a prejudice we have against 
someone?

• are we blindly fitting in with those people around us, indistin-
guishable from the world?

God can, does, and will help is work through these things and 
transform us into the likeness of Jesus.

And working through these things, is the exercising of faith that 
James is talking about.

lets pray.
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