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Show Me Your Religion! 

James 2:14-26 

27 February 2022 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  What is the relationship between faith and works in the Christian life? 

Big Idea:  Real faith is more than facts and phrases. 

Introduction 

We’re driving through one of the deserts in central Australia. 

We pull off to the side of the single lane track for some smoko. 

When it’s time to get going again, I notice that we’ve got to drive through some sand to get 

back on the main track. 

“No worries,” I think.  “I know how to drive on sand.” 

At least, that’s what I tell myself. 

 

I have faith in my abilities. 

After all, I’ve read a lot about different sand-driving techniques and how to use recovery 

gear. 

I’ve just never actually done it. 

In fact, now that I think about it, I can’t remember having even been in a car while it’s driving 

on sand. 

 

We move forward a couple of metres and almost immediately get bogged. 

In the middle of nowhere, with a wife and three kids in the car that I’m responsible for. 

Haiya. 

 

We haven’t seen another car all day, but it’s God’s grace to us that some other travellers 

came along right at that moment. 

With a cool head and the knowledge that help was at hand, I was able to gently reverse the 

car and trailer out. 

My faith in my abilities was shown to not be misplaced. 

I proved that I can drive in sand – well, at least get bogged and get out again.  

But I didn’t know that until that moment. 

It wasn’t until that moment that I actually had to do it that I knew whether my faith in myself 

was misplaced or not. 

My skills needed to be put into action to know that they were real. 
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Outline 

We’re really getting deep into our series for this term and deep into the book of James. 

{DP}  Hopefully the big idea of this book’s starting to settle in your mind. 

James is a book that’s full of wisdom for living our faith in a fallen world. 

It’s a book about living – faith that’s alive and faith that changes the way we live. 

If we listen to James, he will help us grow up towards maturity in the Christian faith. 

 

Today we’re going to be looking at what’s probably the best known and most controversial 

passages in James. 

That’s because it’s often said that James says the very opposite of what Paul says 

elsewhere in the Bible. 

These verses have a reputation, even though I personally think other parts of James are far 

more controversial. 

James and Paul don’t have a different understanding of the of the good news about 

salvation, but it’s looked that way to many people. 

 

Our passage deals with faith and its relationship to works. 

This isn’t just deep theology, it’s really important for the way we live as Christians. 

As James sums it up in his own words in the last verse of the chapter – “Faith without works 

is dead.” 

That’s a phrase that needs some explanation though, which is the whole point of this talk. 

{DP}  We can say it a different way:  Real faith is more than facts and phrases. 

We going to look at the passage in three parts: 

• Futile Phrases (2:14-17) 

• Fruitless Facts (2:18-19) 

• Functioning Faith (2:20-26) 

Futile Phrases (2:14-17) 

James opens this section by asking two questions. 

He’s going to answer these two questions in three different ways. 

Frist of all, we’ll see the problem of futile phrases. 

 

There are lots of people throughout history who haven’t liked what James says here and 

perhaps he presses your buttons too. 

Listen to what he asks in verse fourteen: 
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James 2:14 NIV11  14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to 

have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? 

 

{DP}  The situation he’s got in mind is when a Christian – remember that he’s writing to 

Christians – says that they have faith. 

But they don’t have any works or perhaps a better way to put it is that they don’t have any 

actions. 

They might say that they’re a religious, they might claim to have spiritual beliefs, they might 

even call themselves a Christian, but they don’t do anything with it. 

Notice that this’s something they say – they’re all talk and no action. 

 

“What good is it?” James asks.  What good inDEED? 

The way both these questions are written shows that James is expecting that the answer is 

none. 

It’s no good at all if someone claims to have faith but doesn’t have works. 

 

The controversial bit is really his second question:  Can such faith save them? 

Christian faith is trusting in the death of resurrection of Jesus Christ to save us from our sins. 

What James is trying to help us see is the difference between a faith that really works – a 

saving faith – and a counterfeit faith. 

It’s the difference between real trust and hot air. 

A working, living, saving faith isn’t just words on their own, but faith that’s accompanied with 

action. 

 

There are two ways that we can get this wrong. 

Firstly, some of us really want our salvation to somehow depend on us, so what James says 

might sound like music to our ears. 

Even if it’s only a small part, we feel much better if we make at least some contribution to 

becoming a Christian. 

Actually, most of us find it attractive to let Jesus do a lot of the heavy lifting, but we think that 

there just MUST be something that we do as well. 

 

However the good news of the gospel is that there’s absolutely nothing we do that plays a 

part in us becoming a Christian. 

What the Bible clearly teaches (and so what we believe as Christians) is that we enter the 

kingdom of God because of his grace alone. 

Instead of receiving the punishment our sin deserves, we boast that Jesus gives us new life. 
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We can’t boast in ourselves because there’s absolutely nothing that we can contribute to 

earn the right to be saved. 

 

{DP}  This is how we can explain what becoming a Christian is like: 

Jesus + Anything = Dead in our sins. 

Jesus + Nothing = Alive in Christ. 

Saying you become a Christian based on some merit you’ve earned denies God’s grace and 

denies what Scripture clearly teaches elsewhere:  {DP} 

Ephesians 2:8–9 NIV11  8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—

and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one 

can boast. 

 

Others will get James wrong by saying, “I protest. 

“I’m saved by faith alone and so James must be wrong!” 

My works – what I do – have absolutely no bearing whatsoever on whether I’m saved. 

{DP}  Paul says: 

Romans 10:9 NIV11  9 If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in 

your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 

I’ve said those magic words “Jesus is Lord” and I believe that God raised Jesus from the 

dead, so I’m in.  End of. 

If James is saying that my works matter, then he must be wrong. 

 

{DP}  Ah, no.  That’s not acceptable either. 

In fact, it’s really dangerous when we start saying that one part of the Bible can’t be true 

because of what another part of the Bible says. 

This passage shows us just how important it is to carefully listen to what the Bible has to 

say. 

Being slow to get hot under the collar when God doesn’t seem to be saying what we think he 

should. 

We might even say, slow to speak and quick to listen. 

 

James teaches us that actions are an important part of the Christian life. 

In fact, God has saved us to do good works. 

Salvation should lead to good works. 

{DP}  In the very next verse of Ephesians 2, right after Paul talks about how we’re saved by 

grace through faith, he writes: 
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Ephesians 2:10 NIV11  10 For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do 

good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

 

Look carefully at what James asks. 

He doesn’t ask if WORKS can save you. 

{DP}  He’s not saying faith PLUS works make you a Christian. 

James knows that we’re saved by faith alone. 

He’s asking what kind of FAITH can save you. 

Faith that doesn’t produce action OR faith that does produce action? 

Which of those two kinds of faith will save you? 

 

{DP}  James is saying that if someone has faith, but no deeds, then their faith is as dead as 

a dodo. 

If faith does NOT produce works, it’s not saving. 

Faith → ┐Works ≠ Salvation 

If faith DOES produce works, then it will save you. 

Faith → Works = Salvation 

He’s not talking about pre-conversion works that earn us entry into God’s family. 

What he’s saying is that post-conversion works are an essential consequence of true faith. 

 

It’s important to recognise that James doesn’t use ‘save’ here to mean ‘become a Christian.’ 

He’s not talking about someone who says that they’re a Christian because they’ve prayed a 

sinner’s prayer or got baptised and that’s it. 

He uses ‘save’ to mean ‘someone who makes it to the end’ or ‘someone who gets to 

heaven’. 

Someone who’s saved is someone who grows in their faith until they’re finally mature in 

Christ. 

 

We become Christians by faith alone. 

However, faith that’s alone isn’t any good. 

The only kind of faith that saves is the kind of faith that results in action. 

The kind of faith that saves is the same kind of faith that changes the way you live. 

 

{DP}  James illustrates what it looks like to have the kind of faith that isn’t any good. 
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The kind of faith that that’s nothing more than futile phrases. 

This hypothetical situation is similar to the one we looked at last week because it also 

involves someone who’s in poverty. 

The need is obvious. 

This brother or sister doesn’t have the basic necessities for life – no clothes or food, verse 

15. 

Someone who doesn’t have enough to get through the day, not even the daily bread that 

Jesus tells his disciples to pray for.1 

 

This destitute Christian needs warmth and food and they need it in a hurry. 

They aren’t after designer clothes and a meal at a fancy restaurant. 

They’re on death’s door and not feeding them the very food that they need today may well 

mean that they won’t get to see tomorrow. 

This’s a life-and death matter. 

 

Instead of the poor person being told to sit in the corner, their brother or sister has some 

kind-sounding words for them. 

The sentiment is right, the wish that they’d be warmed and filled. 

It might even seem noble and godly to pray and it is because God is the one who provides. 

Yet James repeats his question from earlier, “What good is it?” 

Verse 16: 

James 2:16 NIV11  16 If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well 

fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? 

The answer, of course is that it’s no good at all. 

 

They’re quick to speak, but it’s nothing more than futile phrases if they don’t actually do 

something about the physical needs staring them in the face. 

How do they think that God’s going to answer their prayer? 

It seems that it hasn’t even occurred to them that THEY might be the answer to their own 

prayer for this destitute brother or sister. 

They’ve got the kind of faith that can pull out futile phrases, but fails to follow the royal law to 

love their neighbour as themselves. 

 

Love is costly. 

Words can be cheap and actions tend to cost us far more. 
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It can be really easy – perhaps even tempting – to be quick to speak and slow to listen to 

what the need really is. 

There’s a cheap and unloving efficiency about dispensing with someone quickly, feeling like 

we’ve done our part because we’ve prayed for them. 

It can be all too easy to say all of the right things without really having love for the other 

person in our hearts. 

We might even share the need or post it online, but it’s nothing more than virtue signalling if 

we don’t actually do anything that will help deal with the real problem. 

It’s much more costly to go out of our way to truly help because it takes our money or time, 

or perhaps both. 

It might cost us opportunities or prestige. 

 

I won’t ask if that’s ever been you because I think it’s been all of us at some point or another. 

Is it a pattern in your life though? 

You and I need to ask ourselves whether we claim to be a Christians but it doesn’t really 

change the way we live? 

If you’re in the habit of dismissing people’s real needs to get them off your to-do list – then 

what does that say about your faith? 

 

If you’ve got saving faith, it’s going to result in us growing in godliness. 

We’ll put to death sin in our lives and because more like Jesus. 

All of that’s true, but I don’t think it’s a coincidence that James doesn’t use dealing with lust 

or pornography or greed or abuse of power as the example here. 

James seems to have a particular concern for merciful actions – living out the law of love 

and so, I think, must we. 

He wrote in 1:27: 

James 1:27 NIV11  27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is 

this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being 

polluted by the world. 

 

In verse seventeen, James draws a parallel between what he’s arguing and his example. 

The kind of faith that dishes up futile phrases is the kind of faith that leads to death for both 

the giver and the receiver. 

It doesn’t save. 

The kind of faith that saves a person is the kind of faith that works out in action. 
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Fruitless Facts (2:18-19) 

Faith with works works and faith without works doesn’t work. 

That’s why futile phrases aren’t enough, but fruitless facts aren’t much better. 

 

Verse eighteen is tricky, but I think he’s addressing an opponent, someone who objects to 

what he’s saying. 

James doesn’t need to have heard a particular objection from someone to know that there 

will be people who’ll deny what he’s saying. 

When you get to know people and what makes them tick, you can anticipate what 

someone’s going to say. 

 

Someone might say that there isn’t any necessary connection between faith and action. 

He brings up someone who might say, “Yeah, yeah.  I’d agree that both faith and works are 

important, but you don’t necessarily have to have both. 

Instead of quoting him or her, James is speaking from his own perspective. 

We all have different gifts, as if you, dear reader, have faith but I, James, have works. 

“Some Christians focus on faith and others focus on works.” 

Both faith and works are legit ways of being a Christian, but they’re quite separate. 

 

If you’ve been around the block a few times, you’ve probably come across this. 

Some Christians focus on theology and evangelism at the expense of actually showing 

practical love to those in God’s kingdom. 

It’s not that they want to act UNmercifully, but like the person in the earlier example, they just 

don’t really act appropriately. 

Or they step back and encourage others to do that stuff. 

I think we can probably agree that’s the error our church is more prone to. 

Other churches aren’t so worried about the faith stuff as much as addressing the real needs 

of the community. 

That’s not what James is saying either. 

 

“Okay, then,” James challenges, “Show me.” 

“Show me your faith without deeds.” 

How exactly are you going to show your faith without action? 

It can’t be done because it’s impossible to see faith without putting it into action. 
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James says that he shows his faith by his deeds. 

How do you know that your faith is genuine? 

By the fruit that it produces. 

True faith, real faith, genuine faith works itself out in action. 

 

It’s really easy to say that I trust in God. 

It’s just as easy for someone to claim that they trust in the flying spaghetti monster. 

True faith in God is warranted because of who God is and what he’s done, but what’s the 

flying spaghetti monster done? 

Trusting in the flying spaghetti monster hasn’t changed anyone’s life in a lasting, meaningful 

way because we all know it was only made up as an excuse to avoid trusting in the true 

God. 

Trusting in the true and living God must necessarily make a difference to the way that you 

live. 

 

There’s a difference between saying that you trust something or someone and actually doing 

it. 

I could (one day) go to AJ Hackett outside Queenstown and go bungee jumping. 

Intellectually, I know that they’ll weigh me and they’ll make sure that the rope is the right 

length so that if I jump off that bridge I’ll get a bit wet if I want to, but I’ll be safe. 

If I really trusted them though, I’d happily step off that bridge for the thrill of my life, but I’m 

not gonna. 

Claiming to trust is different to trust in action. 

It’s easy to claim that you’ve got faith, but if it’s real then it’ll show in your actions. 

That’s why you can’t have someone who’s just a Christian on the inside without it changing 

the way they live. 

 

It can be a terrible self-deception to think that God only wants faith or works. 

It can allow us to think that all that God just wants of us is to do good stuff for him. 

So, we might volunteer to go and help someone on a Sunday morning and never actually 

worship God. 

It might be a good thing and even the right time, but not if it’s functionally at the expense of 

giving God his rightful worth. 

 

The opposite danger is that we can be too heavenly-minded to be any earthly good. 
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We spend time diligently studying the word late into the night, pouring over commentaries 

and referring back to the Greek. 

But for all of our knowledge, it really makes little difference in our life, especially in the way 

we serve others. 

I might be growing in my personal godliness in some ways and discipling my family faithfully, 

sure, but I never quite get to loving my neighbour as myself. 

I have all this theological knowledge, but I don’t ever use it to lead worship or a home group, 

let alone look after the needs of the poor. 

 

Words can be cheap. 

We saw that with Vlad this last week. 

Saying, “We’re not going to invade,” although that’s exactly what he’s gone and done. 

It wasn’t really a surprise to anyone when his actions showed his real intentions. 

 

You say that you believe that there is one God. 

That might seem like a bit of a random thing to say, but not so much for a Jew. 

Morning and night they’d repeat the Shema from Deuteronomy 6:4 saying that God is one. 

“But do you actually live like it?” is the question that’s implied. 

 

Does your faith result in action or is it just lifeless repetition? 

Do you chase after other gods? 

Is your life full of idolatry – serving other masters? 

Do you serve the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength? 

It’s going to show by the way that you lose your time, treasure and talents. 

 

James shames anyone who separates faith and works by comparing them to demons in 

verse nineteen. 

Did you know that demons can have good theology? 

James says that even demons believe that God is one, but it doesn’t mean that they live like 

it. 

By definition, demons aren’t saved, they’re against God, yet it’s not because they’re ignorant 

of who God is. 

 

They wilfully chose to reject him. 

Demons believe stuff about God, just like those opposing James. 
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Unlike them though, the demons shudder. 

It’s not just the kind of shudder that goes up Shenzi’s spine when Banzai says, “Mufasa, 

Mufasa, Mufasa!” 

It’s a body-gripping shake that comes from a deep-seated fear. 

What they believe actually affects the way they respond to God. 

 

Belief is necessary, but it’s not enough on its own. 

You can know about God without actually knowing him. 

There are people who’ve dedicated their lives to teaching theology who know lots about God 

without having saving faith. 

They’re full of facts, but those facts are fruitless if we don’t have saving faith. 

It’s the ultimate example of what it means to stare intently at the word and then to look  away 

and forget. 

They’re hearers of the word, but not doers. 

 

Churches can have people in them like this too, perhaps in this very room. 

Do you have brain belief and nothing more? 

Of course, you’ve got to have good theology to be able to live it out, which is why we work 

hard at understanding what God has said in his word. 

Yet good theology is of little good if it’s not lived out. 

Our knowledge can just be another deadly deed done dirt cheap. 

That’s why we need to hear James’ warning that you can’t separate fruitless facts from 

faithful deeds. 

Functioning Faith (2:20-26) 

Finally, James gives us two examples of functioning faith in verses 20 to 26. 

 

So far, James has argued his case using logic and someone still mightn’t be convinced. 

Now he asks if some more evidence is needed? 

Perhaps you’d like some evidence and examples from Scripture that this’s true? 

James like to play with words and in verse twenty he offers to show that faith without works 

doesn’t work. 

 

You might be expecting that James would quote Jesus himself, but he doesn’t. 
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The first example is one of the most significant people in the Old Testament – Abraham. 

He reminds us of what happened in Genesis 22. 

It’s a really significant story because God tells Abraham to go and sacrifice his one and only 

on the top of a particular mountain. 

On the way, his son Isaac asks what they’re going to sacrifice. 

Abraham says that “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” 

 

I struggle that God told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. 

It raises a whole heap of ethical questions about why God would ask him to do that, doesn’t 

it? 

Well, Abraham seems to expect that they’ll both be back… or at least that’s what he tells his 

wife. 

In Hebrews 11, we’re told that “Abraham reasoned that God could even raise the dead…”2 

 

God was testing Abraham, even though it seems like an unsavoury test to us. 

He got to the point that he’d built an altar, bound his son Isaac and put him on it before God 

stopped him. 

Just as Abraham takes the knife to slay his son, the angel of the Lord calls out from heaven 

to stop. 

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

your only son.”3 

 

Both Paul and James use Abraham as an example to make two different points about faith. 

In Romans 4, Paul makes the point that Abraham was justified by faith and not his own 

works.4 

He didn’t have to do anything to receive God’s blessing. 

Abraham didn’t justify himself by following the law perfectly. 

He didn’t even have the law since that didn’t come until much later in the time of Moses. 

 

Paul is right in saying that Abraham was saved by faith, but that doesn’t deny the different 

point that James’s making. 

Abraham had the kind of faith that worked itself out in actions. 

He wasn’t made righteous in the moment that he was about to sacrifice his son. 

But his willingness to sacrifice his one and only son who’d been miraculously in his old age, 

the son that God promised to bless him through, was a sign of his faith. 
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Abraham is an example showing us that faith and works work together. 

James says that Abraham didn’t just claim to have faith in God, he truly put that that faith 

into practice. 

His faith was shown to be mature as he faced that test in faith. 

His faith was working with his works, not separate to or against them. 

James 2:22 NIV11  22 You see that his faith and his actions were working together, 

and his faith was made complete by what he did. 

 

James says that what happened in Genesis 22 is the fulfilment of Genesis 15:6. 

Abraham believed God’s promises to him that he’d have children who’d become a great 

nation and God credited his faith to him as righteousness. 

But then comes Genesis 16 where Abraham tries to circumvent God by having a child with 

another woman who wasn’t his wife. 

After that comes Genesis 22, which shows that Abraham was truly prepared to trust God 

even with his own son’s life. 

He passed the test. 

God knew that Abraham believed, but that faith was shown in action. 

So James concludes: 

James 2:24 NIV11  24 You see that a person is considered righteous by what they do 

and not by faith alone. 

 

We’re told in verse 23 that Abraham was called God’s friend. 

I want to ask you this morning whether you’re a friend of God? 

This matters because if you’re not a friend of God, then you’re his enemy. 

How do you know you’re God’s friend though? 

If you’re a friend of God, you trust him and that will work out in your actions. 

Your faith will function. 

 

Maybe you’re feeling like Abraham was a spiritual giant, but you’re not. 

James gives us another example to show us that the same thing is true from the most likely 

person down to the least likely. 

That’s why he speaks of Rahab. 

Rahab wasn’t the most noble person since she was a prostitute. 

A woman, a Canaanite, not the kind of person considered to be righteous. 
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In fact, you’d probably expect her deeds to exclude her, yet her deeds show us that she had 

saving faith. 

 

Yet she’s considered righteous for lodging the spies. 

In Joshua 2, we see that she took in the Israelites spies when they were in need. 

Then she also helped them to escape by lowering them with a rope through the wall. 

She didn’t just send the searchers off in the other direction, but the spies themselves. 

 

Rahab was considered righteous for doing this. 

She didn’t just say she believed, she put that belief into action. 

True faith functions, it’s in action. 

True faith will result in radical obedience. 

Real faith is a functioning faith. 

Conclusion 

James draws this part of his argument to a conclusion in verse 26 with one final analogy. 

The body without the spirit is dead. 

Without the spirit to animate the body, it’s just a lifeless mass of cells. 

So also faith without works is dead. 

James 2:26 NIV11  26 As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is 

dead. 

 

You’ve done well to make it this far because it’s an important topic inDEED! 

As Christians we can look for cheap grace and hold to a faith that doesn’t result in action. 

That doesn’t work though. 

Or we can think that our deeds are the thing that will get us into the kingdom. 

That doesn’t work either. 

John Calvin famously said: 

“Paul said that a man is justified through faith without the works of the law, 

but not without those works of which James speaks.” 

 

James show us that true faith is more than just knowing stuff. 

Real faith is more than facts and phrases. 
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Those who are part of God’s family are those who’s faith is alive. 

They have a faith that’s lived out. 

In Jesus’ words: 

Luke 8:21 NIV11  21 He replied, “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s 

word and put it into practice.” 

May everyone who listens to God’s word be counted amongst his brothers and sisters.

 
1 Matthew 6:11 
2 Hebrews 11:19 
3 Genesis 22:12 
4 See also Galatians 3:6ff 
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Big Question:  What is the relationship between faith and works in the Christian life? 

Big Idea:  Real faith is more than facts and phrases. 

Discussion Questions 

1. If we are saved by faith alone, why does James say that deeds can save us? 

2. Why is it dangerous to say that James must be mistaken if Paul teaches salvation by 

grace alone through faith alone? 

3. What is helpful and unhelpful about the prayer to be ‘warmed and filled’? 

4. Do you think James is saying that someone who repents and confesses Christ on their 

deathbed, but doesn’t have time to do good deeds, isn’t saved? 

5. What’s attractive about the idea that some Christians emphasise faith while others 

emphasise deeds?  Do you think that’s Biblical? 

6. Is good theology an indicator of saving faith? 

7. What do demons illustrate about what James is saying about faith and works working 

hand-in-hand? 

8. How does Paul use Abraham as proof that we’re saved by faith alone? 

9. How can James also use Abraham to prove that faith resulted in works without denying 

what Paul taught? 

10. Why do you think James also included Rahab as an example? 

 


