February 16 Lesson 12 

Show Your Faith by Your Works

Devotional Reading: Luke 7:1-10
Background Scripture: James 2:14-26
James 2:14-26
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14 What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?

15 If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food,

16 And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?

17 Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.

18 Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works.

19 Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.

20 But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?

21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?

22 Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect?

23 And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God.

24 Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.

25 Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, and had sent them out another way?

26 For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.

Key Verse

As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also. —James 2:26
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Summarize James's argument that faith and works are inseparable.

2. Compare and contrast James's use of Abraham as an example of works with Paul's use of that patriarch as an example of faith in Romans 4.

3. Identify one way to put faith into action and do so.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Genuine or Counterfeit?

B. Lesson Background

I. Evaluating Genuine Faith (James 2:14-19)
A. Questions Posed (vv. 14-16)

B. Proposition Advanced (v. 17)

C. Objections Anticipated (vv. 18, 19)

Visible Intercession
II. Illustrating Genuine Faith (James 2:20-26)
A. Abraham (vv. 20-24)

What You See Is ...
B. Rahab (v. 25)

C. Death (v. 26)

Conclusion

A. Living, Working Faith

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Genuine or Counterfeit?

Have you noticed how much paper money (currency) has changed in the last few years? Designs have become more complex, colors have been added, special marks have been included. All these changes have one purpose: to make counterfeiting more difficult.

But even with all these changes, a skilled counterfeiter can still create a fake that can fool many people. It still takes experts to distinguish the genuine from some phonies. One becomes an expert in spotting counterfeit currency by studying the real thing. Skilled experts can see the subtle differences because they know the real article so well.

A parallel problem faced the Christians to whom James wrote. How could they identify true faith? While God alone can know what is in a person's heart, James says that we can identify true faith in ourselves by what it produces.

B. Lesson Background

Evaluating actions in order to distinguish between genuine and counterfeit faith, the theme of today's text, is a well-established one in Scripture. The Old Testament prophets commonly condemned those who confessed faith but acted with disobedience to God (Isaiah 29:13; Ezekiel 33:31). Jesus famously condemned religious leaders of His time for their hypocrisy; they claimed to be faithful to God, but they disobeyed Him habitually (Matthew 6:2, 5, 16; 23:13-33). Paul pointed out at length that all claims to standing with God are empty without deeds directed by godly love (1 Corinthians 13). The Bible is filled with disturbing examples of those who claimed faith in God, but failed to put it into practice.

The context of today's passage gives us a clue about the circumstances that prompted James's discussion of faith and works. James's readers struggled to reflect God's mercy toward the poor (James 2:1-13, last week's lesson). The readers' faith in the God who graciously met their needs was not being expressed in their meeting the needs of others (compare 1 John 3:17, 18). Such a problem cannot go unaddressed!

I. Evaluating Genuine Faith

(James 2:14-19)

A. Questions Posed (vv. 14-16)

14. What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?

James begins by asking two rhetorical questions, expecting negative answers. First he asks about the profit, or benefit, of a faith-profession that is not accompanied by actions that reflect that faith. The implication is that such a words-only profession of faith is no faith at all.

Then James moves to a more pointed question. Since the benefit of faith is salvation, what about the kind of faith just described, a faith that yields no actions—can that kind of faith save? Such a faith is an empty statement of agreement with a religious teaching, lacking conviction or commitment. It is merely saying "I believe" without serious thought of what that should entail.

True faith will not yield absolutely perfect obedience. After all, part of our faith is the confession that we are sinners! But true faith must change behavior over time.

15. If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food.

James moves to a hypothetical but very realistic situation. The readers live in a culture that has a small number of rich people and many, many who are poor. At the subsistence level in which most live, a small crisis can result in abject poverty. Laborers typically are paid a single coin per day in wages, and they commonly buy only enough food for one day's meals. If a day of work must be skipped due to sickness or injury, then a family may have to forego a day's food.

So the image of someone without enough food and/or adequate clothing (naked can mean partially or inadequately clothed) is one that the readers doubtless face themselves on occasion or have seen in others. The illustration already hints at what faith must do in this situation.

16. And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?

James points out the emptiness of words of faith that lack the deeds of faith. Depart in peace is a standard farewell in Jewish culture. It is a brief prayer that a person will continue to experience the harmony and wholeness that God gives. But where is the sincerity in that statement when the one making it has the means to relieve hunger but offers nothing but words?

We see sarcasm in the phrase be ye warmed and filled. Such words express a prayer that God will provide; indeed, Jesus had promised that in God's kingdom the hungry will be filled (Luke 6:21, see lesson 7). Jesus further stated that relief from hunger and inadequate clothing can come through the action of a fellow believer (Matthew 25:35, 36). Why then does the person who has the means not take some practical step to address the need?

In the absence of action, there is no profit or benefit—the same expression as in verse 14. The person claims faith, even prays that God will provide, but this person of "faith" takes no action to do God's will "in earth, as it is in heaven" (Matthew 6:10). Is that real trust in God's promise?

What Do You Think?
What is your church's policy and procedure for addressing the needs of those who request help? How can you help improve or streamline these policies and procedures?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Policy issues (what your church will and won't do)

Procedure issues (what your church does to implement its policy)

B. Proposition Advanced (v. 17)

17. Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.

The words-only "faith" that James has discussed thus far can now be fully characterized. It is dead, without life at all. Dead faith is not what we find in one who truly belongs to the living God.

Lying behind James's statement is a key idea in the teaching of the Bible. It is that the world in which we live is God's world, made by Him, and that God is fully committed to this world and to making it His again. A "faith" that has no impact in this world, that takes no action in it, is not a faith directed to the God of the Bible. The God who raised Jesus' dead body to life again is not the God of dead, inactive faith.

As we probe James's discussion of the relationship between faith and works, we may sense a tension with what Paul writes about this. He insists that God makes a person righteous by faith, not by works (see Romans 3:28; Galatians 2:16; Ephesians 2:8, 9), while James says that faith without works is dead. Who is right?

In fact, there is no contradiction between the two biblical writers. Paul's point is to emphasize to Jewish Christians that keeping the rites of the Law of Moses, such as circumcision or dietary regulations, is not what saves them. God saves Gentiles as Gentiles, not requiring that they first become Jews. James on the other hand writes to warn Christians that true faith always expresses itself in actions that reflect God's character and will. James's readers are tempted to neglect needy brothers and sisters while showing favor to the rich (see last week's lesson). Paul, emphasizing salvation by faith apart from works of the Law of Moses, also stresses that people of faith will conform their actions to God's will (Romans 12:1, 2; Galatians 5:16-26).

So both James and Paul view matters in the same way, though from different circumstances. Being Jewish, wealthy, a devout keeper of the law, or anything else does not make us God's people. Faith, not works, makes us His. But that faith always yields a life of obedient conformity to God's will, reflecting God's own nature in our actions.

What Do You Think?
With reference to the "policy and procedure" question of verse 16, what role will you play in your church's benevolence ministry as you put your faith into action in this area?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Helping with behind-the-scenes logistics

Helping in out-front interaction with those receiving help

Other

C. Objections Anticipated (vv. 18, 19)

18. Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works.

Now James draws a contrast with a different point of view to make his point clearer still. He invites us to imagine two people. One has already said something like, "I am not really much of a 'works person.' I am more of a 'faith person.' Works are other people's gift, not mine." Then the second person speaks, the one whom James describes in this verse. That person says, "Really? You have faith, while I have works? Fine. Show me your faith without works. Then I will show you my works, and they will prove that I have faith."

Of course, there is no demonstrating of faith without works. Faith is invisible in and of itself, but the works that James describes are the necessary product of valid faith. Such actions really do speak louder than words. The person who claims faith without works makes an absurd, empty claim.

Visible Intercession
Rees Howells was born in Wales in 1879. Greatly influenced by the Welsh Revival of 1904-1905, he came to be known as a powerful prayer warrior and man of faith. His prayers were combined with extreme generosity toward those for whom he interceded. For instance, Howells once paid two full years of rent for a drunkard who had become a Christian so that the man and his family would not be evicted from their home. Such "visible intercession" characterized Howells's life as a missionary to South Africa, founder of a Bible college to train missionaries, etc.

Here's where you should stop reading if you don't want to be convicted: Howells believed that we should ask God to do only what we are willing for Him to do through us.

Think about how you pray for God to intervene in someone's life. When you pray, "Dear God, please help that person," are you willing to be used as the channel through which God's help will come to him or her? What if the reason that God is blessing you today is so that you can be a blessing to someone in need who stands before you tomorrow? God is always seeking those willing to demonstrate their faith through their works on His behalf. Sometimes He finds someone (example: Isaiah 6:8), and sometimes He doesn't (example: Ezekiel 22:30). Will God find you to be a visible intercessor today?—V. E.

19. Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.

James offers a second contrast that lays out still more clearly the absurdity of claiming faith without works. The confession that "God is one" is the essential confession of the Old Testament, differentiating Israel from its pagan neighbors. "Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord" (Deuteronomy 6:4) is a defining confession of the Jewish people, including Jewish Christians like James's readers. But what of the person who simply makes this confession and does nothing more?

James affirms that the confession is correct. But then he points out that the devils (or demons) believe the same thing! They know who God is; they recognized Jesus' identity (Matthew 8:28, 29; compare Acts 16:16, 17). And even demons react properly regarding their belief about God: they tremble in fear of their coming destruction. The person who claims faith without works is less responsive to God than a demon!

We might paraphrase James's point with the common saying, "Talk is cheap." Saying that we have faith is of no significance at all if we do not act in faith. If demons—who know who God is but refuse to submit to Him—can at least tremble, should not those who claim to belong to God act in ways that please Him?

II. Illustrating Genuine Faith

(James 2:20-26)

A. Abraham (vv. 20-24)

20. But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?

Does this matter require more proof? Are we not yet convinced that faith without works is dead? To lock down his argument further, James now begins a different approach to the problem: examples from the Scriptures.

James addresses a hypothetical conversation partner as a vain man. The word vain here means "empty" or "without purpose." Any faith that does not act is surely empty and without purpose, and so is the person who claims such faith.

What Do You Think?
How has someone else's deeds from faith made a lasting difference in your life?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding an act of service for your benefit

Regarding an example you followed when faced with the same situation

Regarding a need met between third parties

21. Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?

Abraham, the father of the nation of Israel and the recipient of God's promise to bless all nations (Genesis 12:1-3), is James's first example of true faith. Abraham's faith, of course, was not always at work in his story. Though he willingly left his home for the land God was to show him, he revealed distrust in God when he lied twice to protect himself (12:11-13; 20:1, 2). He revealed further distrust when he took a concubine to conceive a son (16:1-4).

The premier work of faith for Abraham was when he committed himself to sacrifice his son Isaac as God directed (Genesis 22:1-10). God intervened to stop the proceedings (vv. 11, 12), but even before that point Abraham expressed his faith in God's promise when he told his servant that he and Isaac would go to the mountain and return (v. 5). Abraham trusted God's promise that through Isaac a great nation would come to be, so he held to the belief that if God commanded that Isaac be sacrificed, then God would raise him up again (Hebrews 11:19). Only faith could produce a response like this.

How to Say It

Abraham Ay-bruh-ham.

Ezekiel Ee-zeek-ee-ul or Ee-zeek-yul.

Isaac Eye-zuk.

Isaiah Eye-zay-uh.

Jericho Jair-ih-co.

Rahab Ray-hab.

So why does James say that Abraham was justified by works? When Abraham put faith in God's promise that he would have a son, we are told that it was on the basis of Abraham's faith that God declared that man to be righteous; that is, God justified him (Genesis 15:6). But taking us to the end of the story, James shows that Abraham's faith was the kind that produces works. So James can fairly affirm that Abraham was counted righteous because of his works, works that demonstrated the faith that God had seen in him before.

22. Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect?

James invites us to consider the story of Abraham carefully, to realize that his faith indeed produced actions. The contrast between Abraham's lack of faithful actions in some instances makes James's point all the clearer. Abraham struggled to believe throughout his life. Only when he put his faith in action, climaxing in the amazing story of Isaac's near sacrifice, could it be said that his faith had been made perfect, or had achieved its purpose.

What Do You Think?
How does the example of Abraham's near-sacrifice of Isaac help you act on what you believe?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding those hard, seemingly "no-win" circumstances

Regarding how God views obedience

Recognizing barriers to obedience

Other

What You See Is ...
I recently participated in a group coaching session designed to help participants understand themselves. In one exercise, we were asked to review dozens of values and decide which four were our top ones. All of the options were positive characteristics, so it was difficult to decide without the following instruction: "If you don't live it, you don't believe it."

That instruction narrowed down the possible choices in a hurry! In order to claim a value as one of our top four, we had to be able to express how we had lived out that value in the past week.

Generous people don't merely think happy thoughts for others; generous people give to others. Children of the God of compassion and mercy strive to forgive others. The followers of the Lord of love not only do no harm to others, they also do what is in their power to help others. The test of the validity of your faith is simple: Do you live out what you believe?—V. E.

23. And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God.

James now quotes Genesis 15:6, a passage he alluded to in verse 21, above. Abraham's faith was the basis for God's counting him righteous; that is, that man was considered to be righteous (or justified) by his faith. Abraham's faith was made visible by actions that sprang from that faith. The scripture was fulfilled because the faith noted in Genesis 15:16 was made visible by the action of Genesis 22:1-10. The importance of Genesis 15:16 is seen in its being quoted four times in the New Testament (here plus Romans 4:3, 22; and Galatians 3:6).

James uses an expression common among the Jewish people of his time as he refers to Abraham as the Friend of God (see 2 Chronicles 20:7; Isaiah 41:8). James's point is that all who live by faith—those putting faith into practice—can be regarded as God's friends as well.

24. Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.

Had Abraham not done those deeds of faith, would God's promise have been at work in the world through Abraham? Would we conclude that Abraham had faith in God? Indeed, is there such a thing as faith that does not produce actions? James says no. Abraham's great deed of faith was a long time in coming, but it demonstrated what God had foreseen: genuine trust in God's promise, trust that Abraham later put on the line. To be counted righteous like Abraham, one needs the kind of faith that leads to action.

B. Rahab (v. 25)

25. Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, and had sent them out another way?

James's first biblical example was Abraham, a man and the father of the nation of Israel. Now he turns to Rahab, a woman and a Gentile.

Rahab we know as a harlot (prostitute) from ancient Jericho. Having heard of Israel's triumphs in earlier battles, she had come to believe that the true God was with Israel. She was therefore not only afraid of Israel's army, she was ready to assist Israel in its conquest of her city. That meant taking the dangerous step of hiding the Israelite spies who came to Jericho to assess its defenses (Joshua 2:1-13). In the end, she became a part of the Israelite people and an ancestor of King David and Jesus himself (Matthew 1:5).

A pagan prostitute became part of God's people by her faith in Israel's God. But her faith certainly was a faith that resulted in action, action that put Rahab's own life on the line (compare Hebrews 11:31). Without such actions, she would not have become part of Israel and the saga of salvation.

C. Death (v. 26)

26. For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.

James offers a final illustration to drive home his point. Every human being is a unity of body (what can be seen) and spirit (what cannot be seen). When the two are separated, there is death. The same is true of faith without works. As the visible body is dead without the invisible spirit, so also invisible faith is dead without visible works.

What Do You Think?
What examples can you add to demonstrate how faith is evident in deeds?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Beliefs about Scripture

Beliefs about resurrection

Beliefs about sin

Beliefs about grace

Beliefs about the church
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Visual for Lesson 12. Use this visual to introduce the discussion question that is associated with verse 17.
Conclusion

A. Living, Working Faith

James takes his readers to school on genuine faith. He teaches them thoroughly what the real article looks like. Real faith, living faith, always works. It is always active. It never leaves a person or the world around the person the same.

If we want to recognize genuine faith, we should first look at ourselves. The assessment of genuine faith is a self-assessment. What actions flow from my faith? Is my life different from what it was before I came to faith in Christ? Do I make excuses about my lack of actions?

Perhaps we should remember that one of the works of genuine faith is prayer. We pray to God only if we know that we need His power to help, only if we believe that He can and will help. We begin by asking God to strengthen our faith and enable us to put it into action. Then we trust Him to sustain us in the adventure that follows.

B. Prayer

O God, we praise You for Your patience with us, Your often workless people. Increase our faith, Lord! Gird us for action in Your world. Make us alive in our faith and works together. We pray in the name of Jesus, the faithful one, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

A workless faith is a worthless faith.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.

Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Summarize how the actions of partiality that were addressed in last week's lesson are contrary to what God desires. Say, "It is important that our behavior reflects what we say we believe about God. Otherwise, we are counterfeit Christians. Today we will see how genuine faith in God produces actions in that regard."

Alternative: Distribute copies of the "Action Test" exercise from the reproducible page, which you can download. When learners are finished, say, "The main thing that should be crystal clear is that belief about something naturally leads one to take action in relation to that belief. A failure to act on a belief calls into question how genuine that belief really is. Today we will see how genuine faith in God produces actions in that regard."

Into the Word

Divide the board into two columns that are intersected by two rows. Title one column Having and the other column Not Having, then title the first row Faith and the second row Works. The result will be that the board is divided into a grid with four sections: having faith / not having faith / having works / not having works. Ask learners to brainstorm what could be put into the four segments. Be prepared to offer important entries that your learners do not mention.

After discussing, say, "When thinking of the terms faith and works together, what Scripture references come to mind?" If learners mention Romans 4 and James 2, respond that those will be important text references for today; if learners do not mention these two, lead them to those texts now.

Read James 2:14-19. Ask learners to identify what James is saying about faith and works and whether his words speak positively or negatively about each (example: v. 18 speaks positively about works—they demonstrate the validity of faith). Then read James 2:20-26. Ask learners to identify which truths that the class just identified are illustrated (example: vv. 20, 26 illustrate that faith is dead if not accompanied by works). Use the lesson commentary for further explanations about the role of works in relation to one's faith.

Next, read Romans 4:4-8. Ask learners to find words that appear to be equivalent to either faith or works, then identify whether these words speak positively or negatively (example: in vv. 4, 5, a positive word concerning faith is righteousness). Then read Romans 4:13-18, and ask learners to repeat what they did with verses 4-8 (examples: positive words concerning faith are promise [v. 13], grace [v. 16], hope [v. 18]; negative words concerning works are wrath and transgression [v. 15]).

Use the lesson commentary to lead the class in a discussion of how Romans 4 and James 2 point to the same truths about faith and works. Say, "The emphasis of our text today complements what we studied last week: as Christians our actions should be prompted by our faith in God."

Into Life

Option 1: Say, "Real faith is always active. It never leaves a person or the world around a person the same." Show the brief "History of Traders—a video on sacrifice" (from www.youtube.com, posted by www.RightNow.org). After the video, brainstorm things your group could "trade" in order to serve others. Pick one "trade" your class is willing to make before the end of the month.

Option 2: Distribute copies of the "Faith and Works" acrostic from the reproducible page. Have learners work in pairs to discuss how they will put faith into action in the week ahead.

Option 3: Distribute copies of the "Putting My Faith into Action" commitment statement from the reproducible page. Use this instead of Option 2 if you think your learners prefer to reflect on this alone (that is, "just between me and God").
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