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Central Truth 

Christians are justified by faith alone, but not by faith which is alone. 

Purpose 

In this sermon, I want the listener to recognise their Christian faith should be evident 

towards both God and others in what they do all the time. 

Outline 

2:14 What good is faith without deeds? 

2:15-17 Questionable Faith – the misguided Christian (negative example) 

A Christian without deeds towards others.  

    Faith by itself, if not accompanied by Action is dead! 

2:18-20 Questionable Faith – the demons (negative example) 

A Christian who separates faith in God from works.  

    Faith without Deeds is useless! 

Excursus: Genesis 15:6/22:1-18 – James (2:21-24) vs. Paul (Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6) 

2:21-24 Genuine Faith – Abraham (positive example) 

A Christian whose deeds show his faith in God. 

    Actions show Faith to be genuine! 

2:25-26 Genuine Faith – Rahab (positive example) 

A Christian whose faith is shown in deeds towards others. 

  Faith without Deeds is dead! 

 

Justified by faith alone, but not faith that is alone. 

 

Reading 

Genesis 22:1-18 

James 2:14-26 
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CHECK TIME 

Talk 

Prayer 

Intro 

• Radio Adelaide from 1989 until June this year has been the volunteer driven campus 

based radio station for the University of Adelaide. 

• For some time, the financial costs of running this community radio station were of 

such a level that the university were forced to make a decision to sell off the licence 

and turn the station over to an ‘independent community group’. 

• The news was not received so well for some – and action was to be taken. 

• On campus, a demonstration was held where students called upon the University to 

change it position and continue to fund Radio Adelaide. 

• I heard an interview with Bruce Lines, the Chief Operations Officer at the University 

of Adelaide who was very sympathic to the cause and could see the value of a 

community run station, but made a good observation: 

(my paraphrase – from memory)  If every demonstrator who has turned out today 

was willing to make a contribution to the financial cost of running the station then it 

may be possible to keep it open, but to date, that level of practical support does 

seem to match the level of theoretical support. Unfortunately, we cannot keep the 

station open based on sentiment.’ 

 

• It is one thing to say what you believe in – it is another step to act on that belief. 

• When James wrote his letter to those first Christians he was eager that actions back 

up words. 

• It is one thing to say that you believe in what Jesus had done to save you – it is 

another step to act on that belief. 

2:14 What good is faith without deeds? 

• Today we come to the passage from this letter that has been most debated over the 

years – James asks the question (Chapter 2:14): ‘What good is it brethren, if a person 

claims to have faith, but has no deeds? Can such a faith save them?’. 

• For the more pragmatic among us – this is a no brainer – if you say you believe 

something, then show me. 

• For the more theoretical among us – this can be misunderstood – is James saying 

that I am saved by my deeds not by faith? 

• For all of us – this should be a call to action. 

 



Trinity City – 5pm Church  Ken D Noakes 

Sunday 11th September 2016 

Talk – James 2:14-26 – James vs Paul   

Talk - James 2.14-26 5 of 12 14/09/2016 

 

 

• It may be helpful to point out that both faith and works are important to James – it is 

not that he is interested in one over the other. 

• In fact – if you went through our passage from verse 14 to the end of the chapter 

and you circled all the words for ‘faith’ and all the words for ‘deeds’ – you would find 

both are key. 

• In twelve verses - ‘Faith’ is mentioned 10 times – it is only mentioned outside of this 

passage on four more occasions. 

• And ‘works’ is also mentioned 10 times – always in the plural – and is then 

mentioned outside of this passage on three other occasions. 

• Faith and works for James go hand in hand. 

• For him – Christians are justified by faith alone, but not faith which is alone! 

• Let’s work though the passage and let it teach us. 

 

• James offers four examples to answer his question.  

• The first two are negative examples and describe a person of questionable faith.  

• The next two are positive examples and describe a person of genuine faith. 

• And each example finishes with a summary statement to bring home the point. 

2:15-17 Questionable Faith – the misguided Christian (negative example) 

A Christian without deeds towards others.  

    Faith by itself, if not accompanied by Action is dead! 

• Person number 1 – verses 15-17. 

[READ 2:15-17] 

• James describes someone you would hope was a hypothetical person – a Christian 

who sees a brother or sister in need be they naked and/or hungry – who pleasantly 

does nothing. 

• As a person of faith, it should be unthinkable to wish the person well and make 

cursory remarks – yet do nothing to address what it obviously a practical need. 

• For anyone looking on (Christian or not), what should be plain is that if a person is 

driven by their faith, yet their faith does not compel them to look after the basic 

needs of someone before them, then what good is their faith? 

• This person at best can only be described as a misguided Christian 

• It is worth pointing out that James here describes a situation where a Christian is 

called to act for the benefit of another. 

 

• I am sure – that presented with a person in need there could be all sorts of reasons 

why a Christian could be reticent to given a helping hand – fear, caution, disgust, 

timeliness, inconvenience – but the challenge James presents is that if you are a 

person of faith, then a necessary companion of faith is deeds 

 – if deeds don’t accompany faith, then what you have on display is really a dead 

faith. A faith that results in nothing! 
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2:18-20 Questionable Faith – the demons (negative example) 

A Christian who separates faith in God from works.  

    Faith without Deeds is useless! 

• Person number 2 is the second negative example – verses 18-20. 

• Again a hypothetical person - and they challenge: ‘Someone will say, ‘You have faith; 

I have deeds.’ 

• Here is an attempt to divide faith from deeds. 

• I have something that I call faith – and you over there, have something that you call 

deeds – let me be who I will be and you be who you will be. 

• There are several different ways you could possibly take this – but let me make an 

observation - in the first example the Christian was called to act on behalf of another 

– in this example the God dimension seems to be lacking. This person separates faith 

in God from that of works for God. 

• To ram home the point, James just casually mentions that even the demons believe 

in God – but that does not mean you see anything good from them! 

• Now – if you are a person of faith in God – but you have nothing to show for it – then 

what is the point of faith?! It is useless. 

• And that is the point James makes. 

 

So in two quick examples, both negative, James has a go at the theoretical Christian, at the 

lazy Christian, at the person of questionable faith. 

Application 

• This week, as I have been preparing this talk, I have found this a real challenge. 

• I have been wondering if James was watching what I do, how I interact with people 

in each sphere of my week - what he would say? 

• If you fear that James is looking at you – then the simple application question to ask 

yourself is this: How is my faith in Jesus obvious in each theatre of my life? 

How is my faith in Jesus obvious in each theatre of my life? 

 

• I take it that James is suggesting a living and active faith – not a one off, 

circumstantial faith like ‘I went to church’. 

o How is it that those in your work staffroom see your faith? 

o How is it that those in your all-knowing family see your faith? 

o How is that those in your fun social circles see your faith? 

o How is it that those in your faithful church family see your faith? 
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• [Referring to the video from our Global Partner] We all know that working in a 

Muslim country is not the only way we show our faith, but for some of us – I suspect, 

the fact that you are Christian would be a total surprise to many around you! 

• If that is you – then James is looking at you. 

PAUSE 

Excursus: Genesis 15:6/22:1-18 – James (2:21-24) vs. Paul (Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6) 

• Before we get to person’s number 3 and 4, let’s just take step back. 

• Much of the debate about this passage comes from the verses we are about to read 

which appear to put James at odds with the Apostle Paul. 

• The issue is that Paul, throughout his many New Testament letters was a pains to 

teach that justification came through faith and not works of the law. 

• Faith alone was and is the reformation mantra. 

 

• Yet James appears, in this passage, to suggest the opposite when he says (verse 24) 

‘a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone’. 

• Getting bogged down in this issue will run the risk of undermining what James is 

trying to say – so let me make a few brief comments to address this. 

1. First - I think (along with many others) that James wrote this letter very 

early on in the life of the church – like around 45-48AD which would make 

this one of the earliest letters of the New Testament.  

More importantly, it would date this letter before the Jerusalem Council 

which we read about in Acts 15. 

That council is significant because it is the first recorded time that Paul and 

James come together – and together they argue for the inclusion of the 

Gentiles in gospel faith. There is no disagreement. 

I suspect that the language (not the meaning) that James may have chosen to 

use following the inclusion of the Gentiles at that council would have been 

different post that council. If James had written his letter later, he would 

have phrased his argument differently. 

 

2. Second, James was very involved with the Jerusalem church – he was their 

first bishop. That means that the majority of those he might have been 

preaching too were Jewish Christians – in our passage, in a moment, he 

makes reference to the fact that Abraham was their ancestor (verse 21).  

In the case of Paul, he was the apostle to the Gentiles.  

 

Both men were trying to reach and guide people in the faith of Christ, yet 

each had a different primary audience in mind:-  
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 – the Jews, who were wrapped up with being the covenantal people 

of God - so James wanted them to realise that their ‘faith status’ meant 

nothing unless it was demonstrated in their deeds.  

- and the Gentiles were being called by Paul into what appeared to be 

Jewish faith (and so also Jewish law) – so he was concerned with 

calling people to salvation in Jesus without the obligation to do works 

of the law. 

- Keep your finger in James and turn with me to Galatians 3:6 – where 

I think you will be able to see this point more clearly [Page 1152]. 

WAIT 

[To the gentiles] ‘Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as 

righteousness’ – Understand then that those who believe are children 

of Abraham. The scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles 

by faith and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ‘all 

Nations will be blessed through you.’ So those who have faith [in 

other words the Gentiles who know Jesus] are blessed along with 

Abraham the man of faith’. 

 

• Both men see faith in Jesus as necessary  

– it is just that James wants those who say they have that faith to live it,  

- and Paul wants those who are not sure they have faith to believe it. 

 

• Now, lots more could be said – but we’ll get bogged down. If you are 

interested, I will put up a longer article on this question on Church Central – 

and you can have a read there. 

2:21-24 Genuine Faith – Abraham (positive example) 

A Christian whose deeds show his faith in God. 

    Actions show Faith to be genuine! 

 

• Let’s look at the next two examples that James offered starting with 

Abraham verses 21-24. 

•  This time we have a positive example of faith. 

• James recalls Genesis 22 (we had it read) where Abraham demonstrated his 

faith by putting both his faith and actions to work. 

• God had told him to take his promised and long awaited son up a mountain 

to sacrifice him – it was a test – probably one of the most extreme tests we 

see God asking of anyone in the Bible. 

Illustration 

• I remember hearing Genesis 22 being read in church once, and a lady 

behind me whispering to her partner – ‘that doesn’t sound right does it?’ 
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• Abraham, obeys at every point – and just short of slaying his son, Abraham 

is stopped and commended for demonstrating his faith under what would 

be almost unbelievable circumstances. 

• God knew what he was doing – he knew that no harm would come to the 

boy, but Abraham did know that – so in this extreme example, Abraham 

demonstrates his faith. 

 

• James uses that story to make his point – yet he doesn’t quote from Genesis 

22, he quotes a verse from a far earlier passage in Genesis 15:6 ‘Abraham 

believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness’. 

Explanation 

• When it comes to understanding the Bible - context is really important. 

• In real time Genesis 15 happened 30 years before Genesis 22. 

• In Genesis 15, Abraham had just come out of winning a military battle 

against four kings and their nations and in the process rescued his nephew 

Lot. 

• Yet he despairs, he has won the land, but has no heir to take over the land. 

 

• God speaks to him and shows him the stars and the heavens reaffirming his 

promise that he would have a large family. 

• It is at that point which we hear about Abraham’s belief. 

‘Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness’. 

• In fact, this is the first place in the Bible that the word ‘believed’ is used. 

• But there is nothing to show for his faith. There are no deeds here that can 

commend Abraham for his faith. 

 – it will be fourteen more years before circumcision is given as a sign of 

faith. 

- and it will be after that, that Isaac his son will in fact be born – if that was a 

way to justify his faith. 

• And to detract a little, Abraham is hardly the model of what you would want 

to hold up as righteous 

- doubting he will have a son, he turns to his Egyptian maidservant 

and has a son with her (Chapter 16) names him Ishmael. 

- he lied to Abimelech telling him that his wife was in fact his sister 

(Chapter 20). 

• So why use a verse that commends Abraham for his belief when his coming 

actions would hardly be worthy? 
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• Simply because at over 100 years old, in Genesis 22, Abraham finally 

demonstrates a genuine faith because he was willing to do what God 

was asking of him. 

• All that happened in Genesis 22 served to fulfil what Genesis 15:6 had 

predicted - and as James points – look at our passage, verse 23 - that 

scripture was fulfilled that day. 

 

• A Christian should be someone, whose deeds show their faith in God. 

• Abraham, took a while, but by his deeds showed his genuine faith – and he 

was commended for them. 

Application 

• James would say that Christians are justified by faith alone, but not faith which 

is alone! 

• If your faith is alone, you are in the grip of an illusion and telling yourself 

porkies! 

PAUSE 

2:25-26 Genuine Faith – Rahab (positive example) 

A Christian whose faith is shown in deeds towards others. 

    Faith without Deeds is dead! 

 

• The fourth example of faith is another positive example – it is that of Rahab 

whom we read about in Joshua 2. 

• Rahab a woman of disrepute – a prostitute, yet she feared the God of Israel and 

protected the spies who entered what would be the promised land giving them 

safe passage. 

• Her deeds were shown for the benefit of others. 

• I like that Rahab is included here as an example, even though the point 

James draws out has now been made four times 

 – faith without deeds is dead - it is not faith at all. 

• I like it because in Abraham and Rahab we have two positive examples of 

persons who were commended for living out their faith. 

• Abraham the Patriarch, Rahab the Prostitute.  

• Abraham the original Jew, Rahab a Gentile.  

• Abraham was upwardly mobile, Rahab living in the gutter  

• Both towering figures of faith – such that in Hebrews 11 alongside a roll call 

of faithful saints, both are mentioned. 

Application 



Trinity City – 5pm Church  Ken D Noakes 

Sunday 11th September 2016 

Talk – James 2:14-26 – James vs Paul   

Talk - James 2.14-26 11 of 12 14/09/2016 

 

 

• I rarely, if ever, feel like a towering figure of faith (I don’t know about 

you). 

• But I know that for all my failings, it is important to live as a man of faith 

as demonstrated by my works. 

• The challenge I feel, is not so much living out my faith before this church 

family, but to live out that faith before all others under God in every 

theatre of my life. 

• James is not looking for a resume entry – as if the faith part of life could 

be highlighted because I attend a particular church or I go to a certain 

Home Group. 

• I think James is looking for faith evident all the time – such that I can’t 

say: 

- I am a man of faith, but not at the moment because I am looking 

after my kids. 

- I am a man of faith, but not at the moment because I have this work 

deadline that takes priority. 

- I am a man of faith, but not at the moment because I am on 

holidays. 

- I am a man of faith, but not at the moment because I am tired. 

 

• James would look at me with disgust! He would call me a sell-out. 

• He would question if I really grasped what it meant to have Jesus as my 

Lord. 

• If Jesus was asked about me – would he think in my works that I 

demonstrated a genuine belief in him? 

o Do I practically follow him? 

o Do I deny myself? 

o Do I take up my cross and try and walk in his footsteps? 

o Do I in each theatre of my life – clearly live as his disciple? 

Because when you think of what Jesus did – regardless of anyone’s works - is just too generous 

to comprehend. 

In faith, he took sinners of all kinds. 

He justified them by his works. 

And he called them to live by faith that works. 

Challenge 

• Throughout this year at 5pm Church we have referred to this ‘Five by 5’ challenge. 

[on screen] 



Trinity City – 5pm Church  Ken D Noakes 

Sunday 11th September 2016 

Talk – James 2:14-26 – James vs Paul   

Talk - James 2.14-26 12 of 12 14/09/2016 

 

 

• The idea is that for each of us, each week, we give at least 5 hours a week in all or 

some of these 5 areas. 

• Each are elements that are part of living out faith. 

• In the light of James 2 – five hours a week seems like a 

poor way to apply this passage. 

 

• Here is a James 2 challenge – demonstrate one of 

these in some public way and post it somehow on 

social media. 

• Or if in humility you are not so comfortable going 

public with your many works, then recognise 

something in one of your brothers and sisters here and commend them for it. 

• The point let’s be public about our faith – so that folk around us know our faith is not 

useless, irrelevant or dead. 

• Be creative – be bold. Let me give you some examples: 

- cite a Bible verse you’ve read in your personal devotions and encourage 

others by posting it. 

- take a photo of something you do with someone at 5pm Church and post it 

- Give thanks to God for something that you learnt or talked about in Home 

Group and post it. 

- encourage another to grow in Christ with Bible in hand (as we do in Peer 

Discipleship) and post it. 

- serve or reach out to someone in faith and ask people to pray for them and 

post it. 

 

• And in this James 2 challenge – when you post it, nominate a couple of others in 

this church family to do the same!! 

 

• Now that makes it a bit real! 

Christians are justified by faith alone, but not faith which is alone! 

James wants us to recognise faith should be evident towards both God and others in what 

we do all the time. 

 Closing Prayer 

 

 

 


