The Plain Truth #4

“The Plain Truth about Profession”

James 2:14-26

Many years ago there was a popular saying, “Children should be seen and not heard.” This applied particularly when company came to the house or when the family went to church. Nowadays such a sentiment is deemed archaic and even detrimental.


But I think that the apostle James would have approved of such a notion—not dealing with small children but with the children of God. More recently a Christian song was written using this same sentiment:

Seen and not heard, seen and not heard,

Sometimes God’s children should be seen and not heard.

There’s too much talk and not enough walk,

Sometimes God’s children should be seen and not heard.


As we move to the last half of James chapter two, we see this idea emerge from the text. One commentator refers to this text as “the most theologically significant, as well as the most controversial, in the Letter of James.”
 Let’s read together what I am calling “the plain truth about profession,” from James 2:14-26,

What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 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? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. 
But 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. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder. 

You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless﻿﻿? Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,”﻿ and he was called God’s friend. You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone. 

In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.

The reason why this is considered the most controversial text in the letter is that James’ words seem to contradict the teaching of Paul regarding justification by faith. (We will look at this seeming inconsistency in a moment.) But the reason why this is considered the most theologically significant text is that James puts in no uncertain terms that what we believe must be demonstrated in how we behave. The one thing that James cannot stand is profession without practice, words without deeds.
 He leaves no place for a religion that is mere mental acceptance of truth.
 Rather, James’ entire letter is devoted to a discussion of how the believer can show his faith. It is really a blueprint for “faith that works.”
 What we do reveals who we are.

The Emptiness of Inactive Words (14-17, 19, 26)


James begins with the negative side of the argument, the emptiness of inactive words. Perhaps part of the controversy behind this passage comes from the King James Version of verse 14: “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? Can faith save him?” At first glance it may indeed appear that James is questioning whether a person is saved by faith at all, but this is not the case. In the original Greek, that final question has a definite article attached to the word “faith,” meaning “this faith” or “such a faith.” What James is asking, then, is not whether faith can save, but whether “this faith” or “such a faith as this” can save. What kind of faith? A verbal faith with no evidence to back it up.


James Montgomery Boice explains,

Basically, the issue hinges on the notion that people held in James’ day, even as they do in ours, that if we believe certain Bible doctrines intellectually, well, that is all that counts. According to this view, we do not have to live differently; our ethical life, our conduct or our behavior is irrelevant. The standards of living that Jesus sets before us do not matter so long as we believe that Jesus is God, that he died on the cross for sin, and that he rose again on the third day. 

What is important about this, and tragic, is that many thousands of people in our churches today fit into this precise category. They believe the teachings of Christianity intellectually, and because they do—perhaps because of their own presumption in this area or in some cases because of the mistaken and unfortunate teaching of their pastors—they think they are basically right with God. James challenges this thinking, saying that the kind of faith through which we are saved is a living faith which is not mere intellectual assent to certain truths but a faith which expresses itself in good works and righteous actions.


James illustrates his point in verses 15-17 (as J. B. Phillips renders it),

Now what use is it, my brothers, for a man to say he “has faith” if his actions do not correspond with it? Could that sort of faith save anyone’s soul? If a fellow man or woman has no clothes to wear and nothing to eat, and one of you says, “Good luck to you, I hope you’ll keep warm and find enough to eat,” and yet gives them nothing to meet their physical needs, what on earth is the good of that?

Imagine someone coming to your door late on a cold night. They have no coat, hat, or gloves, and their lean faces and bodies betray the fact they haven’t eaten well for a long time. You say, “God bless you! I sure hope you find food and clothing!” and slam the door in their face. You think they feel any better? You think they are impressed by your Christianity at that point?


Of course, we wouldn’t be that cold about it. No, we would say, “I’ll pray for you,” or “Somebody really ought to do something about your situation,” or, “I’m sorry, but that’s just not my gift.” But is that really any better than what James writes?


William Barclay warns,

There is nothing more dangerous than the repeated experiencing of a fine emotion with no attempt to put it into action. It is a fact that every time a man feels a noble impulse without taking action, he becomes less likely ever to take action.


We are called to have compassion, but a compassion that says, “Get involved. Reach out. Risk. You can’t ignore this person’s needs. You care too much to walk away.”
 We are to love as Jesus loved, and His life was marked by a compassion that met the needs of others. Leslie Flynn notes,

Whenever Jesus was moved with compassion, He did something about it. His pity, no vague abstraction, was expressed in concrete deeds of mercy. He healed the blind, the lepers, the sick. He fed the multitudes. His whole life on earth demonstrated His com​passion. His sacrifice on the cross was the supreme evidence of this pity… The gift of showing mercy doesn’t end with only caring, but with sharing.

A callous, apathetic attitude toward those in need is simply the opposite of what Jesus demonstrated. As Mark Guy Pearce commented many years ago, “Un​less a man’s faith saves him out of selfishness into service, it will certainly never save him out of hell into heaven.”


Let’s be clear about one thing: James is not saying that we are saved by faith plus works. What he is emphasizing is that we are not saved by a faith of words only but by that kind of faith which results in a life of good works. In other words, works are not the root of salvation but the fruit; they are not the cause but the effect. Calvin put it tersely: “We are saved by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone.”
 It is neither “faith or works” nor “faith and works,” but simply “faith that works”!

James then moves on in verse 20 to another extreme example to make his case. “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.” To those of James’ audience with a Jewish background (and this may have been most if not all of those he originally addressed), this belief in one God was the foundation of their belief.
 One of the key verses of Scripture to the Jews was Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.” 

But James throws a curve at this point: Even demons believe that there is one God! In fact, if you read through the gospels, the demons had a better handle on who Jesus was than the religious leaders of the day! They knew there was one God, they knew that Jesus was God the Son, and they knew that God had power over them. Not only did they believe these things, but it caused them to tremble with fear in Jesus’ presence. But, as Warren Wiersbe writes,

…it is not a saving experience to believe and tremble. A person can be enlightened in his mind and even stirred in his heart and be lost forever. True saving faith involves something more, something that can be seen and recognized: a changed life.


And so, James concludes in verse 20, “faith without deeds is useless.” The Greek word translated “useless” is argos, from which we get the name of the inert element argon.
 This term carries the idea of fruitlessness, a lack of productivity. “﻿Every tree that does not bear good fruit,﻿” Jesus said in Matthew 7:19, “﻿is cut down and thrown into the fire﻿.” A fruitless life is certain proof that it is unacceptable to God and does not belong to God.
 


It is not enough to know the truth or even to agree with the truth. James teaches that this cold, intellectual type of faith is dead. The person who says he is a Christian but gives no evidence of it by what he does is James’ target. This person joins the church but re​fuses to serve, give or even attend unless it is con​venient.
 This person sees the needy or homeless and is quicker to make judgments or excuses than to do something about their need. This person can quote chapter and verse to condemn the sin in another’s life but is blind to their own shortcomings. In the words of the song quoted earlier,
There’s too much talk and not enough walk,

Sometimes God’s children should be seen and not heard.

The Effectiveness of Indicative Works (18, 20-25)


How can that be done? James goes on to describe the effectiveness of indicative works in verses 18, 20-25. In verse 18 James has a dialogue with an imaginary opponent: “But 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.” James is simply saying that if you say that you have faith, prove it. To use the vernacular of today, “Put your money where your mouth is.”


If I were to brag about being an expert swimmer with numerous medals and trophies won in competitions, would you simply believe me? Or would you say, “Let’s go to a pool and you can show me”? What if we were at a body of water and I wouldn’t get anywhere near it? Would you question how good a swimmer I really was?


James applies this same principle to our profession. And the plain truth about our profession is that “it is not enough to ‘be’ a Christian, if this fact does not show in one’s conduct.”
 John Stott writes,

We cannot be saved by works. Yet we cannot be saved without works. The place of works is not to earn salvation but to evidence it, not to procure salvation, but to prove it. The reality of one’s faith is revealed in the quality of one’s life.


To illustrate this, James points to two Old Testament personalities who were known for their faith. They are about as different as two people can be: Abraham was a man, the father of the Jewish nation, and famous for his strong morality; Rahab was a Gentile woman who was a prostitute. What an unlikely pair! But they had one thing in common: a faith that was demonstrated by their actions.


James writes about Abraham in verses 21-24,

Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,”﻿ and he was called God’s friend. You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone.

Many have pointed to this passage as a contradiction of Paul’s claim in Romans 4 that Abraham was justified by faith alone and not by works. Stott points out, “The contradiction between the two apostles is, however, purely imaginary.”
 James never speaks of faith and works separately here, but Abraham’s faith and actions “working together,” and that “his faith was made complete by what he did.” Abraham was saved by faith and lived by faith, and his obedience was the evidence of his faith.


But what about James’ statement that “a person is justified by what he does and not faith alone”? Doesn’t this mean justification by works, and does that not contradict Paul? No, for the word “justify” has two distinct connotations. It can mean salvation—as Paul uses it—or it can mean vindication—as James uses it here. J. Sidlow Baxter puts it succinctly, “Faith justifies the man; works justify the faith.”
 MacArthur concludes,
James is therefore obviously not in conflict with Paul about the basis of salvation, as some interpreters have maintained. They are not standing face-to-face confronting each other, but are standing back-to-back fighting two common enemies. Paul opposes works-righteous legalism; James opposes easy-believism.


True faith implies complete reliance on God and full obedience to God.
 There is no room for mere intellectual agreement with facts that are not backed up with a life that obeys God’s Word. The problem is that we are so anxious to get church members that we accept them on the slightest profession. As a result, many churches are filled with professing Christians who are really unbelievers.
 It is not the professing Christian that pleases God and impresses the world for Christ. As A. W. Tozer put it, “The only true Christian is the practicing Christian.”


All of this goes back to that question with which we began this series, that perhaps is more relevant in this message than in any other: “If you claim to believe like you should, why do you behave like you shouldn’t?” According to the last half of James chapter two, those who consistently behave like they shouldn’t don’t really believe like they should.


Maybe you were told somewhere down the line that all you have to do is believe certain facts about Jesus, repeat a prayer or a statement of faith, be baptized, and you are saved, no matter what. Friend, I would challenge you this day to examine your faith more on what proceeds from your life than from your lips. If your Christianity hasn’t changed your life, it doesn’t exist. If there is no fruit, there is no root, and if there is no root, there is no life at all.


It doesn’t matter if you are like Abraham—an honorable, respectable person on the outside—or if you are like Rahab—rude, crude, and socially unacceptable—the way to life is the same: a faith that works, a belief that behaves.


There’s not enough of this in our world today, even among those who claim to be Christians. So many unbelievers are turned off the Christ because “there’s too much talk and not enough walk.” What they need is to see Jesus in our lives before they hear about Him from our lips. Or, in the final words of that song, 

“Sometimes God’s children should be seen and not heard.”
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