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January 7/8, 2017 

 

USELESS FAITH 
James 2:14-26 

Pastor Bryan Clark 

 

Christmas Eve, after we wrapped up the services here, I was headed home.  We live south, and 

going south on 70th Street—by that time it’s pretty late Christmas Eve—nobody else was much on 

the road.  But there was a car behind me that was driving rather erratically; I was kind of watching it 

in my rearview mirror.  Pretty soon at about fifty miles an hour it took a sharp left. I was watching it 

in my side mirror and pretty soon it rolled and rolled and rolled all the way down to the bottom of 

the hill.  It was pretty much me out there. I whirl around, stop, run down there; it’s a couple of 

ladies; they didn’t seem badly hurt.  I called 911, stayed with them, tried to take care of them until 

the 911 people got there and were able to help them.  I was giving my report to the deputy sheriff 

and at the end of the report he said something that just kind of took me back.  He said, “I want to 

thank you for stopping and staying with these people and helping them until help arrived.”  He said, 

“In this day and age most people call 911 and keep driving.”  I thought to myself, “I’m sorry, what?  

What kind of human being does that?” 

 

So imagine this scene:  We go all the way through the Christmas Eve services.  I’ve been part of the 

services and a result of that is I am super spiritual!  I am so spiritual by the end of the evening, I’m 

practically glowing in the dark! (laughter).  And so I’m headed home; I see this wreck; I stop my 

car; I step out; I raise both hands and in the most pious voice I say, “Peace be unto you.  Be warm 

and be filled.”  And then I jump back into the car and drive on.  Here’s the question:  What use is 

that?  Answer:  It is totally useless.   

 

Now imagine that’s you in that car or your spouse, your child, a dear friend. What would you think 

of me if I just stopped, said some pious words, and drove on?  I know what you’d think of me and 

you would be right to think that of me.  But here’s the deal:  Some of you in the room today may be 

much more like that than you’re willing to admit. 

 

That’s what we want to talk about this morning.  If you have a Bible, turn with us to James, Chapter 

2.  If you’re new with us, we always spend the first two weeks in January talking about stewardship, 

primarily about money, giving—generosity.  There are many of you in the room this morning, you 

get this. You’re faithful; you’re generous; this is the way you live your life. I always hope in these 

weeks you just go away encouraged and challenged and reminded this is the right way to live.  But 

there are others of you in the room today—if you were to be honest, God doesn’t get a penny of 

your money.  You possess your money; you possess your stuff, and you’re just determined that 

God’s not going to get it.  Some of you, every year when we talk about money, it offends you; it 

seems to actually upset you.  Some of you are thinking right now, “If I’d remembered, I would have  

stayed home today.” (laughter) 

 

Here’s my question—it’s just an honest question:  What’s up with that?  If you have genuinely 

experienced the life-changing power of God’s grace, if you have been radically changed and 

transformed, if you have the nature of Christ and the Spirit of Christ within you, how can that not 

make you a generous person?  How do you explain this desire in your heart to not be generous to 

God?  Is it possible that even though you know the right answers to the questions, you’ve actually 

never experienced true saving faith?  And a faith that isn’t a saving faith is a faith that is useless.  

That’s the argument that James makes in James chapter 2. 
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Now James is a very practical book, perhaps the most straight-up practical book in the New 

Testament.  The author James is not the Peter, James, and John; it’s James, the half-brother of Jesus.  

This book’s written less than twenty years after the resurrection of Christ, so a very early book.  

He’s writing to dispersed Jews—Jews that consider themselves to be Christians, but because of the 

persecution in Jerusalem they have fled and been dispersed around the Mediterranean.  But James 

has a concern that even though they consider themselves to be Christians, for many of them there’s 

simply no evidence that they have experienced a life-changing encounter with Jesus.  They say the 

right things but there are no works that seem consistent with a life that has been changed by Jesus.   

 

So if we were to modernize this in 21st Century America, the last Gallup Poll I saw had about 

seventy-five percent of Americans identify themselves as Christian.  Now in the 1950’s it was 

ninety percent —it’s clearly declining—but still seventy-five percent self-identify as Christian.  

George Barna, in doing several polls using six very basic identifiers of a Christian worldview, 

would say that less than ten percent of those that consider themselves Christian actually have a 

Christian worldview.  That means there’s quite a bit of disparity between those who self identify as 

Christian and those who actually live out a Christian lifestyle.  So those would be the people that 

James is targeting.  Just because you say you are a Christian, just because you may know the right 

answer to some quiz questions, doesn’t mean you’ve actually experienced true life change. 

 

So in Chapter 1, James talks about the need to be “doers of the word and not merely hearers only.”  

The Bible’s not an encyclopedia.  The deal is not that someday when you die God gives a quiz and 

if you get eighty percent, you’re in.  It’s not all about information; it’s more like a manual.  It’s 

about: This is how life is to be lived, and it begins with a powerful encounter with the resurrected 

Christ.  He ends chapter 1 by saying, “For example, it should affect the way you talk.  It should 

affect a compassion for orphans and widows in need.”   In a 1st Century culture, those were the two 

most vulnerable categories of people.  You should genuinely care about those in need, and number 

three:  to remain unstained from the world—in other words to pursue a lifestyle of holiness.  So 

that’s being a doer of the word, not merely a hearer.  Chapter 2 moves into a discussion about 

partiality, that if you treat someone with money differently than someone who is poor, you’re guilty 

of partiality, which is completely contrary to the message of grace.  He doesn’t say that’s bad 

behavior; he says that’s sin.  As a matter of fact he says, “It’s every bit as much sin as murder or 

adultery.”  That then creates the context for the discussion that we want to have starting in verse 14: 

 

What use is it, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but he has no works? Can 

that faith save him? (*NASB, James 2:14) 

 

Now it’s very important to understand the question is not whether salvation is by faith alone.  The 

discussion is not:  Is it faith alone?  Is it works alone?  Or is it faith and works?  That’s not the 

discussion.  As a matter of fact, that is a settled issue.  The New Testament could not be clearer that 

it is faith alone, not by works.  The issue James is discussing is the nature of saving faith.  There’s 

no question it’s by faith alone, but the faith that saves is a faith that works.  The Bible does not 

teach that salvation is basically an intellectual assent of three or four bullet points and, on the basis 

of my assent to that, I get my ticket to heaven and slip it in my back pocket.  The New Testament 

teaching is that salvation is a radical transformation.  It is rebirth.  You are a new creation in Christ.  

You actually have a new nature and it’s the nature of Christ.  You actually have the very Spirit of 

Jesus dwelling within you.  It is complete and it is radical.  If that’s true, then it’s far more than an 

intellectual assent.  It is life changing and there should be evidence of a changed life.  If all there is 

that twenty years ago I said a prayer, put my ticket to heaven in my back pocket, and “I’m good,” 

and other than that you live no differently than the rest of the world, you have reason to question 
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whether you have actually experienced a saving faith.  That’s why James says, “Can that faith 

save him?  Can a faith that has no works save?”  That’s the question at hand.   

Verse 15: 

 

If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you says 

to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and be filled," and yet you do not give them what 

is necessary for their body, what use is that? (Vs. 15-16) 

 

So there’s our illustration:  Somebody is in need of food.  Somebody is in need of shelter.  Rather 

than having a heart of generosity, there’s merely pious language.  Go in peace, be warmed and be 

filled.  But the question is, “What use is that?”  And the answer is, “It is no use.”  It does nothing to 

meet the needs of these people.  A true, radical transformation produces a heart of generosity.  

There is within us the compassion for people in need just like Jesus demonstrated when He walked 

on the earth.  Verse 17: 

 

Even so...verse 16 is the illustration...faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself...  

       ...in other words faith that demonstrates no real life change.   

 

To experience the resurrected Christ, something deep within me changes.  I have a new conviction 

of sin; I have a passion for righteousness; I have a desire to be generous.  I want to know God; I 

want to know God’s Word; I want to know God’s people; I want to give my life to the things that 

matter.  If there’s simply no life change, that is a faith that is dead, and it is not a saving faith.  

James anticipates an objection and he records that in verse 18: 

 

But someone may well say, "You have faith and I have works”; (Vs. 18a) 

 

Now verse 18 is much debated.  The debate is about where the quotation marks go.  In the Greek 

text there are no quotation marks, and so it’s up to the interpreter to decide how much of that verse 

is the voice of the objector.  The New American Standard, which is the translation I use, has all of 

verse 18 in quotations.  I would suggest to you that is incorrect.  I believe only the opening line is 

the objector.  All the scholars agree that it’s the voice of the objector saying, “Now wait a minute”, 

(and by the way this is perfect for our 21st century post-modern crowd).  The objection is, “Now 

wait a minute, you have your deal; I have mine.  You do it your way; I’ll do it mine.  Some have 

faith; some have works; it all works itself out.”  That’s basically what the objector is saying.  So 

then James is responding: 

 

       “...show me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works." 

                                       (Vs. 18b) 

 

How do you demonstrate that you have truly experienced a saving faith if there are no works?  

James is saying, “You have no reason to believe that you have experienced a life-changing 

encounter with Jesus if there are no works.  You simply have no evidence of that.”  But James is 

also saying, “I’ll show you I’ve been radically changed; it’s evident in the way I live my life.”   

 

Now the purpose of this text is not for everyone to walk back out the doors thoroughly insecure, 

now wondering, “Am I really saved?”  It isn’t that complicated.  Look at your life: If you can 

demonstrate, “I have been radically changed,” “I have a passion for holiness,” “I have a heart of 

compassion,” “I want to know God,” “I want to know what God says,” “I want to be generous,” “I 

want to walk in holiness,” “I have conviction of sin,” there’s evidence that I have been radically 

changed by the power of Jesus.  But if you were to be completely honest and say, “You know when 



 4 

I look at my life, I know the right answers to the quiz questions, but other than that I see no real 

difference between my life and the unsaved people around me,” you have reason to believe perhaps 

you haven’t really experienced saving faith.  The following verse, then, I think James uses kind of a 

shock technique.  Verse 19: 

 

You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder. 

  

In referring that God is One, remember these are dispersed Jews and at the core of Judaism was the 

belief of one God.  It’s a reference to the Shema from Deuteronomy that says, “Our God is One 

God.”  All of the religions of the ancient world were polytheistic—had multiple gods.  There was 

one religion and that was Judaism where there is one and only one God.  So this is at the core of 

their belief system and James is saying, “You believe that.  Good for you!  So do the demons!”  It’s 

absolutely true there are no atheistic demons.  There are no agnostic demons.  They get it! There is 

one God and this God is powerful and it makes them tremble.  So let’s put this in 21st Century 

America language.  Most of the seventy-five percent of Americans that would identify themselves 

as Christians would say, “Well, I believe like the Christmas story; I believe that, you know, God 

became flesh; Jesus was born in a manger from a Virgin Mary.”  Well, good for you!  The demons 

believe that too!  “Well, but I believe the Easter story.  I believe that Jesus died on a cross.  I believe 

that He was buried.  I believe He rose again.”  Good for you!  The demons believe that too!  I would 

suggest there’s not a demon out there that denies the Christmas story or the Easter story; they know 

that’s what happened.  They get it.  They believe it and they tremble!  But clearly that doesn’t make 

them Christian. 

 

In about the middle part of the 20th Century a pastor by the name of D. James Kennedy came up 

with what he referred to as Evangelism Explosion International.  It was an evangelism outreach 

program—a good program—I’m sure many people came into the Kingdom through it.  Kind of at 

the center of that program was what he referred to as two diagnostic questions:  How do you figure 

out what people are actually believing for salvation?  One of those questions was: “If you were to 

die tonight and stand before God, and God said, ‘Why should I let you into heaven?’ what would 

you say?”  Now it’s a very helpful question.  People might say, “Good works.”  He’d say, “No, 

that’s not right.”  People might say, “More good than bad.”  “No, that’s not right.”  People might 

say, “I’m religious,” or, “I’m spiritual.”  You’d say, “That’s not right.”  But here’s the danger of a 

question like that:  It implies that if someone knows the right answer, they’re in.  Someone could 

say, “Because I believe in the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ.”  Guess what?  The demons 

believe that too!  You have to move from intellectual assent to what the Bible would call believing 

or trusting.  It’s a step of faith—that I actually trust that Jesus did this for me.  It includes 

repentance: I’m no longer pursuing self-righteousness but trusting in what Jesus did for me.  And it 

is a faith that results in a radical transformation, and that radical transformation should be evident in 

changes in your life, your purpose, your mission, your conviction of sin.  You are a new creation in 

Christ, and at the center of that should be a heart of generosity.  That’s who Jesus is and, if we now 

have the nature of Christ, it should be evident in our desire to help those in need.   

 
 But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is 

useless? Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up Isaac his 

son on the altar?  You see that faith was working with his works, and as a result of 

the works, faith was perfected; and the Scripture was fulfilled which says, “AND 

ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS RECKONED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS,” and he 

was called the friend of God. You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith 

alone.  In the same way, was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works when she 

received the messengers and sent them out by another way?  (Vs. 20-25) 
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Two illustrations:  If you were to take those verses, pull them out of context and isolate them, it’s 

very confusing. That seems completely contrary to what Paul teaches in Romans.  But this is a 

reminder why we do not take verses out of context and isolate them.  They are very much given in a 

context and that’s where they have to be understood.  So to start with, let’s remind ourselves that 

when Paul was making an argument that salvation is by faith alone, who did he use as the poster 

child to make his point?  Romans chapter 4: Abraham. He quotes Genesis 15:6: “Abraham believed 

and it was reckoned as righteousness.”  He wasn’t circumcised until two chapters later.  The 

discussion here is thirty years later when Abraham offered Isaac.  The argument that James is 

making is not that Abraham was justified on the basis or works, but rather that the Bible states he 

was justified on the basis of faith.  But to demonstrate that faith was a saving faith, it was followed 

by works.  Specifically thirty years later, in his greatest moment of faith, he was willing to offer 

Isaac, his only son, on an altar in obedience to God.  So the question would be: “Okay, the text says 

that Abraham was justified by faith.  How do we know that’s a true statement?”  Answer:  “His 

works demonstrated that he was truly, radically changed, justified by the power of God.” 

 

It’s the same argument with Rahab.  Somewhere along the way, Rahab the prostitute believed.  We 

don’t know when that was.  We only know that when the spies went in to Jericho, she risked her 

own life to protect them, to care for them, and to deliver them.  What we know is that Rahab did not 

just have an intellectual assent.  She believed; she was radically changed; the evidence is that she 

actually risked her life in order to act on that faith and to deliver the spies.  The story of Rahab is a 

fascinating one.  Her faith was so great that she would live among the Jewish people and she would 

actually be a woman through whom the seed of the Messiah would travel.  If you look in Matthew 

chapter 1 in the genealogy of Christ, there listed is Rahab the harlot—a radical transformation.  His 

point is true: saving faith works.  He closes the chapter with verse 26: 

 

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

 

It’s a rather graphic illustration, but if you’ve been to a funeral, there’s a body in a casket.  Without 

the spirit there is no life; it has no potential to do anything.  Faith without works is like a body 

without spirit; it is simply dead.   

 

So what do we do with this text?  First of all, this is not a text by which we judge everyone else’s 

salvation.  That’s always the danger in a text like that.  Perhaps you’re sitting there thinking, “Well, 

I’m thinking about Joe,”—“Joe’s out”—“and Sally”—“Sally’s out.”  That’s a very dangerous thing 

to do.  You don’t know that.  What you do know is yourself and your own heart, and that is the 

point of the text. Okay, good for you. You know the right answers: You know the right answers on 

the quiz; you know what to say when God asks you the Kennedy question.  That doesn’t mean 

you’ve experienced a saving faith.  A faith that saves is a faith that works.  If you’ve truly 

experienced a radical transformation by the power of Jesus, Paul says to the Corinthians that 

salvation is on the basis of God’s grace and that grace is so radical that if you’ve truly experienced 

God’s grace, it will make you a generous person.  Specifically he says, “Jesus, who was rich for 

your sake, He became poor in order that through His poverty you might become rich.”   

 

If you believe that and that is the message that has radically changed your life, how can you 

possibly get upset when I, as your pastor, encourage you to learn to be a more generous person, to 

give generously of your money to God?  How can that be offensive to you?  How does that upset 

you?  What is up with that?  And if that is your story, you need to take a deep look inside and ask 

yourself, “Is there clear evidence that I have experienced true saving faith?”   
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The second thing I’d like to offer is a very practical resource.  I think the best book that I’ve read on 

the topic of money (and that’s saying something because I’ve read a lot) is this book, God and 

Money:  subtitle – How We Discovered True Riches at Harvard Business School, written by two 

Harvard business graduates.  It’s very biblical—biblically sound—but very practical as to what does 

this look like lived out in the real world on a daily basis?  We secured several hundred of these. If 

you go on Amazon it’s $22; we’re offering them at $5, but I’m such a good salesman, they’re 

already almost gone! (laughter) So here’s the deal: they’re at the publications center.  Get what’s 

left.  If they’re gone, just simply put your name on a sign-up sheet; we’ll order more; we’ll sell them 

to you for the same price.  It is a very helpful book.  I highly recommend it. 

 

The last thing I want to talk about is specifically to my generation—the Baby Boomers.  So if you’re 

age 50 and up, I’m talking to you.  The rest of you can take a little nap if you’d like.  Over the years 

the Baby Boomers have been criticized for lots of things and probably most of them rightly so, but 

within each generation there’s always a remnant who are world-changers. Sitting among us this 

morning is an army of Baby Boomers, an army of those 50 and up and you have been the heart and 

soul of this church.  You have been world changers.  You have served; you have sacrificed; you 

have generously given.  You have made it happen here, and this is the generation that has changed 

the world.  So I’m not putting this out there because I don’t think you get it.  It’s just the opposite.  

I’m putting this out there because I think you do get it.   

 

The Staying Alive Ministry which is a ministry for those 50 and up, has been at it for about a year.  

It’s been a great time!  If you haven’t been part of it, we invite you to be part of it. There’s an event 

coming up the end of January.  You can find out about it at the Spotlight Booth on the 100 level, but 

whether you’re part of Staying Alive or not is irrelevant.  If you’re in that demographic, we are 

putting before our generation a challenge to do something special that I think you will find deeply 

meaningful.  Check out this video: 

 

“Our first home was in a little town in western Nebraska.  It wasn’t much but it was still 

our home.  One of the memories I remember is my daughter’s first Halloween.  We 

dressed her up as a mouse and she was the cutest mouse in town.” 

 

“So this was a birthday party (looking at a picture) that Shelby decided to throw in her 

bedroom and yes, that took us many weeks to clean that confetti up.”  “Who was that 

birthday for?”  “We don’t know (laughing).” 

 

“You know home is a place where you can get away from everything else in the world.  

It’s security.  It’s a place where you bond as a family.” 

 

“And it’s just a place where you make so many memories which is what we’ve done for 

so many years.” 

 

“We’re really excited to announce that this spring we will be partnering with Habitat for 

Humanity to build a house on the church grounds for a family who doesn’t currently 

have a house.”   

 

“Anna is a single mom. She’s raising four kids on her own.  She has a heart for special 

needs and my hope for her as a mom is she can just create some beautiful memories in 

this house.” 
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“So we are going to build a house for Anna and her four kids right here on the church 

grounds and it will start in April and it will take about three months here on the grounds 

and then we will move the house to its actual location.  The senior leadership team with 

Staying Alive Ministry will be providing the leadership, but we’re inviting the whole 

community in the church to participate with us to develop and build this house.  When it 

comes to the build this spring, the biggest challenges are going to be for us to raise the 

money. We need $90,000 to fund this project, and even if you’re not a handyman, we 

need all kinds of different people to make this work.  We need people to raise money; we 

need people to help the construction people; we need people to make lunches and serve 

food; so there’s an opportunity for everyone to participate.” 

 

“Habitat’s mission is seeking to put God’s love into action.  So if our mission as a 

church is to seek to present every person complete in Christ, it does completely go along 

with Habitat and their mission of what they are doing in our own community.” 

 

“You know a lot of us have had that opportunity to have a first home and to raise our 

family and make special memories in that house, so we just want to be able to provide 

that to a family here in Lincoln who doesn’t have the opportunities that we had.” 

 

“I think a lot of the gospel is about Jesus preaching, but most of the time, whether it was 

a physical touch, He physically met their needs.  We have had our season where we got 

to raise those kids and we got to make amazing memories.  It’s going to feel really good 

to pass that now to Anna and to have her create those memories with her young children 

and for us as a church to step up to the plate and to be the hands and feet of Jesus to 

meet that need for her.” 

 

As said in the video, we’re inviting everyone into the build—the young, old, male, female.  There’s 

lots that can be done and we think that’s going to be super exciting.  But for the financial part of it, 

we are specifically asking those 50 and older to be the basis for that funding.  So here are a couple 

things to think about.  Why?  Because those of us in my generation, we’ve had our time; we’ve 

raised our kids and we raised our kids in homes.  We made memories and it was a wonderful 

season.  But now most of us are empty-nesters and the challenge is: are you willing to make it 

possible for someone else to have that same opportunity that would not have it without us? 

 

Last night Anna was able to be here with her kids. Habitat does a great job of vetting these families 

—just a sweet person and a sweet family who is just so thankful that Lincoln Berean is doing this.  

So we’ve had our moment. Are you willing to sacrifice and make it possible for somebody else to 

have that moment? 

 

Second of all: Habitat has all these fund-raising ideas and I have consistently said, “That won’t be 

necessary.  We’re not going to do a bunch of fund-raising ideas.  All I need to do is present the need 

to the people of Lincoln Berean and they will respond.”  I have absolutely no doubt about that.  That 

has been our consistent history and pattern, so I’m letting you know what the need is—about 

$90,000 over the next 6 months.  We’ll have the house wrapped up and moved to north Lincoln 

where the lot is already chosen for the house.  So I’m asking you to prayerfully consider giving to 

this project.  If you just move your regular giving over to Habitat, that does not help us at all; this 

needs to be over and above your normal giving.  So we’re very excited about this and we really see 

this as an opportunity to take this text in the book of James and actually live it out in a very real and 

practical way.   
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So we will keep you updated—it’s super exciting!  There’s a table right outside on the 100 level and 

the Habitat people are there and you can find out more about it, what the opportunities are.  Ask 

your questions but I hope you choose to get involved in what should be a real exciting six months 

for us here.  Thank you. 
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