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Crazy Idea 5: Claiming to be a Christian doesn’t mean all that much. Genuine faith evidenced by a life of action.   

Today’s Key Scripture: James 2:17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, 
is dead. 

Did you know that most people in our nation today still claim to be Christian. That number has held 
at about 80%.  

When researchers drill down on this to discover whether or not those people claiming to be Christian 
actually hold a Christian worldview—a biblical understanding of the Christian faith—only about 
4-6% of people hold to vital Christian articles of faith and Christian values.  

What’s the disconnect?  

The disconnect is right here in this text in James chapter 2. 

Here’s the big outlandish counterintuitive, crazy idea this week:  
Claiming to be a Christian doesn’t mean all that much.  

Transition: Today, James is going to address the issue of false faith—a do-nothing faith that effects 
no change in the life of the one who professes it.  

Historical Debate: Martin Luther referred to the book of James as a “Right strawy gospel” and he 
had an aversion for it—based on the very passage we are discussing today. German theologians such 
as Bultmann and Blackman followed him by ignoring or discounting this book as anti-Pauline.  

But I want to suggest a different approach which has been taken up by many Evangelical scholars 
today.  

Instead of seeing Paul and James as drawing swords facing each other, instead we should see them as 
drawing swords standing back to back, vanquishing different foes, addressing different contexts 
(Ralph Martin, 82). 

At issue are how the two authors handle key terms:  
1. Law 
2. Justification 
3. Works 
4. Faith 

It is clear from their usage of these terms that they do not have the same targets in mind.  

Law: In Pauline literature normally refers to the Mosaic Law, and its fulfillment in Christ. This is 
also how Jesus himself used the term “Law”—as being fulfilled in his own ministry and person.  
Yet in James this term is almost exclusively used to refer to “The Royal Law” or the “Law of Love.” 
2:8-13. This is Christ’s second commandment to love others as you love yourself. James is not here 
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referring to the fastidious requirements of random religious laws. His context here is fulfilling the 
second greatest command. 

So it would just be inappropriate to read and import man-made religious protocols into the James 
text. That’s not his own context.  
  
Works: And so the “works” James is referring to here are those works of compassion, kindness, 
mercy and Christian altruism that are the very heart of the Gospel. It is God’s kindness to us that 
leads us to repentance, and it is his mercy to us that is the reason we are saved. And it is unthinkable 
in the Christian faith that we would not then show that same mercy and compassion to others. A 
merciless Christian is an oxymoron. The Believer is obligated to fulfill the law of love—the 2nd 
highest command of the king. 

Now in contrast Paul is most often referring to the meticulous demands of the Mosaic law, which 
again have been fulfilled in Christ, and are summed up in his law of love for others.  

James is talking about the impulse of charity that should accommodate true faith. 

Justification: Paul and James both talk about justification. But for Paul, he seems preoccupied with 
How we are declared in the right before God—whereas James seems to be preoccupied with what 
evidence shows that we have been declared right before God. Paul mostly focuses on the means of 
Justification while James mostly focuses on the evidence that one has been justified by faith… 

Faith: Paul most often follows Jesus’ teaching regarding faith. Jesus said “This is eternal life. To 
believe on the one whom the Father has sent.” Jesus told his disciples, “You trust in God trust also in 
me.” For Paul, faith is obedient trust. It is to trust in the finished work of Christ on the cross for our 
trespasses and in resurrection to vindicate his claims.  

Rom. 1:5 Paul states to the Romans that he and the other apostles have been commissioned to call 
the Gentile nations to the “obedience of faith.” That is, calling them to yield and fully surrender to 
the Gospel. 

For James, he begins with an explanation of false faith. How is our faith shown to be of a false 
variety?  
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1. A church environment that is inhospitable to down-and-outers (James 
2:1-13). 
James 1-4 “My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show 
favoritism. 2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor 
man in filthy old clothes also comes in. 3 If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and 
say, ‘Here’s a good seat for you,’ but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or ‘Sit on the floor by my 
feet,’4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?”

I have been in 2 church environments in my life where I didn’t feel welcome, and 1 church 
environment that was the polar opposite. Once was when I was a newly converted street kid in 
Richmond, VA. A weird situation where I felt so uncomfortable as a poor boy from the wrong side of 
the tracks. 

The second was a time when I was a pastor, and I was fulfilling a MA degree assignment which 
required me to report on a church ministry’s discipleship program. I visited a CC in Post Falls and 
looked fairly disheveled. A grumpy usher made a b-line for me and essentially escorted me out of the 
building. 

The last church I’ll mention is the Assembly of God church in a wealthy part of town—the West End. 
When I first began to attend WEAG, I can guarantee you that I was the poorest kid in that church. I 
was excited about my faith and quickly got involved in the youth ministry, youth missions—so much 
so that the missions pastor asked me to join the missions planning team. They felt they could use a 
teenager’s perspective, so I did. The first meeting I remember looking at the cumulative wisdom and 
wealth sitting around. I knew that some of the people in that church were high rollers, and I felt 
conspicuous and out of place. But they treated me as an equal.  
Uncle Buck Mobile  

I never felt like a second class Christian in that church.  

How did Jesus see the rabble in Galilee vs. the Pharisees?  
I think the Pharisees saw the rabble on the hillsides as ripe for exploitation. Jesus actually mentions 
this in some of his tirades against them.  

I think the Pharisees saw the hillsides swarming with the poor—as a possible revenue stream.  

I think they saw them as powerless pawns in their religious games.  

But Jesus saw the poor as harassed by the Pharisees, harassed and harangued by the Romans and the 
economy of Herod which sought to tax them into oblivion. 

Jesus saw them as helpless sheep who need a leader.  
The Pharisees saw them as mutton, to be butchered and manipulated. 
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The first evidence of false faith is a church environment that panders to the well-to-do at the 
expense of the poor—treating them like second, or third-class Christians.  

Excessive Hierarchy. 

2. A church environment of empty well wishing (2:14-16).  
James addresses the issue of pious sentimentality.  
2:14-16 “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can 
such faith save them? 15 Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. 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? 17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.”

What keeps us from a life of benevolence and mercy giving?  
I can think of a few barriers that I face? 

• Resources: Sometimes we look at the feats of giving by people who are truly giants in this 
area and think, “Man, no way could I ever do that? I just don’t have the faith or the resources.” 
But just because I may not have the resources to adopt a kid into my home, for example, 
doesn’t mean I can’t support a child through compassion international or world vision. Over 
the years our family has supported several kids. And we began that because we were gripped 
with the statistic that most kids live on $1 a week. And here I am sitting there with my $4 cup 
of Starbucks coffee—at the time that’s about what I spend every other day at SB. It was an 
epiphany, not a guilt trip. It wouldn’t take me that much to support a little kid.  

o This year we are restarting with a new kid. Stewardship: a certain percentage to your 
local church, to missions, to outreach and benevolence ministries. That is the heart and 
soul of the gospel. And it doesn’t take much. We’ve said it before, if you can’t tithe then 
start tipping.  

• Cynicism: If you’ve burned by someone who needed a helping hand, then you’ve faced the 
temptation of cynicism.  

o Kid in the parking lot. Tyler and I got burned with a bag of hamburgers. Now every 
time I go to Wal-mart in Ammon, I see that homeless guy there begging for food, and 
I’m like, “Get out of the way loser.” When we’ve been burned we are tempted to 
become naturally pessimistic about whether our help is actually helping. 

o Single Mom’s Pantry. We tried to stock and run that thing, but watching these women 
driving up in their 30k cars talking on their 800$ iphones got discouraging. We were 
working ourselves to death trying to stock and administrate this pantry and we were 
being used.  
▪ We started a single mom’s mentoring ministry. And after a couple seasons, all 

our mentors quit because they just got tired of being used.  
o Jesus on the hillsides of Galilee. Now Jesus did not have an entrance exam or an intake 

interview to screen out unworthy applicants. He just provided fish and bread and 
healing and grace to the masses, regardless of their past or present situation. This is the 
very heart of our gospel. And we have to guard against becoming jaded when people 
take advantage of it.  
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• Accountability: Good benevolence ministries have good accountability. You may be shocked 
to discover that Jesus had this eventually for the hungry crowds. In the Gospel of John, Jesus 
turns to the masses stalking him and says, “I know why you’re all following me. You’re here 
for the fish and the bread. But today, I’m not giving out any fish and bread, instead today I’m 
offering you the flesh and the blood. And if you’re not willing to partake of my flesh and 
imbibe the life-giving message of my blood—then you can’t be a participant in the Kingdom 
of God.” 

o Now eventually, every hand out has to become a hand up. Eventually the charitable 
spirit of the Christian faith has to also challenge the beneficiary to up the ante. It’s time 
to make a commitment, and that commitment is going to cost you. It’s time for you to 
stop taking and to start giving and becoming a Kingdom resource for others.  

The result of such kind of faith is that it is dead (1:17, 26). 
o NY Times story in 1993 about Adele Garbourey was dead inside her house on the kitchen 

floor while her neighbors took care of her home for years.  

These are challenges that I think we face when it comes to James’ message about avoiding empty 
well wishing. Just a pious sentimentality that doesn’t really do anything about real needs. 

- James says watch out that your church environment of faith doesn’t pander to the people who 
pay the bills. 

- James says be careful that your faith isn’t merely a pious sentimentality—empty well-wishing. 

The next evidence, a sure evidence of false faith is… 

3. A church environment that stresses mere intellectual assent (James 
2:19-25). 
James 2:19-25 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder. 20 You 
foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless[d]?21 Was not our father Abraham 
considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that his faith 
and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. 23 And the 
scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness,”[e] and he was called God’s friend. 24 You see that a person is considered righteous by what 
they do and not by faith alone. 25 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? 


Now let’s be clear, our confession of faith is very important. For those of you in a reformed Christian 
tradition, this is especially true. The Bible has a lot to say about the importance of our confession. 

The confessionalist tradition reaches all the way back into the OT.  

Lev. 5:5—Moses commanded them to confess their sins before God—in fact it can be argued that 
the entire atonement system in the tabernacle cult is a confessionalist system—they acknowledged 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+2&version=NIV#fen-NIV-30314d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+2&version=NIV#fen-NIV-30317e
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their sin through an admission of guilt and the need to cover that sin with the temporary blood of 
goats and bulls (Lev. 16:20 “They will lay hands on the goat and confess their sins over it”). 

(Lev. 26, Numbers 5, 1 Sam. 7:6, Ezra 10, Neh. 9, Isaiah, Daniel) all these passages show that a 
public confession of sin was necessary for repentance. God would forgive these people upon their 
admission of wrongdoing—humbling themselves.  

And John the Baptists ministry was in keeping with this tradition: Matt. 3 and Mark1 make it clear 
that when the people came out to be baptized by John, they came out “confessing their sins”. 

2 Cor. 9:13 “Others will praise God because of the obedience that accompanies your confession in 
Christ.” 

Rom. 10:9 “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. 10 For it is with your heart that you believe and are 
justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.” 

James 5:16 “Therefore confess your sins to each other that you may be healed.” 
Faith is declarative—we believe what is true about God, about our predicament, and we 
acknowledge and affirm what God has done about the situation by sending his only Son to die on a 
cross and raise to life. And by that confession we are saved.  

This is eternal life, Jesus said, to believe on the one whom God has sent. His only Son. 

But James reminds us that our faith isn’t merely confessional. In fact it is possible to claim to believe 
something and have dead faith.  

Illus. Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 


