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A Working Faith 

James 2:8-17 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, we want to grow as your followers. Open our 

hearts and minds to your message for us today. If I 

write anything that is not of you, let it not be received. 

Let each hear your word for them. Amen. 

 

 A cartoon showed a woman lying on a couch, 

obviously sick and miserably so. The sink was 

stacked with dirty dishes. A huge basket of clothes to 

be washed sat nearby. Two dirty children were 

fighting in one corner and in the other a cat was 

licking milk from a puddle where a carton had been 

dropped. 

 A smiling woman stood in the doorway, saying, 

“Well, Florence, if there is anything I can do to help, 

don’t hesitate to let me know.” 

 Today’s scripture reading is from a letter 

written by James, the brother of Jesus, who once had 

not believed in Jesus and challenged him. Now as a 

leader in the Jewish church, James wrote to Christian 

Jews with an emphasis on vital Christianity, 

characterized by good deeds and a faith that works. 

His response to this cartoon would be, “Suppose a 

brother or a sister is without clothes and daily 

food. 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?” (James 2:15-16) 

Words, without action, simply are not enough. 

 James was concerned about a phenomenon he 

called ‘dead faith.’ The good news is, there is a cure 

for dead faith. Dead faith can be resurrected. 

 Doctors at times must tell people that their 

loved ones have died. No one ever wants to hear those 

words and it is important to be absolutely certain that 

this declaration is correct. There was a time when the 

cessation of a heartbeat and breathing was considered 

death. However, stopped hearts can sometimes be 

restarted. In fact, during some surgeries the heart is 

stopped on purpose. When my father-in-law received 

a new aorta heart valve the doctors deliberately 

stopped his heart during the procedure and they did 

not declare him dead. And sometimes a person can 

stop breathing and be sustained by a ventilator until 

they begin to breathe again. 

 Doctors needed a definitive definition of death 

before informing a patient’s family. The standard that 

has been adopted in every state in our country is when 

it is determined that there is no longer any functioning 

brain activity. Without brain function, the patient’s 

body shuts down once life support is removed.  

 Some of you have been in the position of 

accepting the doctors’ words and disconnecting the 

person’s life support allowing the natural process of 

death to be completed. There is a difference between 
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prolonging life and prolonging the death process. We 

had to make such a decision with my husband’s 

brother last year. May it bring you peace to realize the 

person, without any brain activity, had already passed 

despite the machines supporting the body. 

 It helps to have a definitive criterion for 

defining when death occurs, and, in a sense, the 

author James is doing the same in our passage today 

when he defines what dead faith is. 

 James wrote, “…faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead.” (James 2:17) Now, 

before we go on, this message is not about 

determining if someone else’s faith is dead or not. It is 

a time for self-reflection before God about our own 

faith. Is our faith active or dead? 

 James spelled out a definition for dead faith 

and, just as it is helpful for a patient’s family when the 

doctors can define death, it is helpful for us to have a 

standard of measurement to evaluate our faith. James’ 

criteria for dead faith includes: 

• Acts of favoritism and partiality that result in 

dishonoring the poor (vv. 1-7) 

• Failure to keep the whole law, choosing to 

honor those parts we agree with and ignoring 

others. (vv. 8-12) James reminded readers, 

“For whoever keeps the whole law and yet 

stumbles at just one point is guilty of 

breaking all of it.” (James 2:10) 

• Showing no mercy (v. 13) 

• Paying lip service to one’s faith but not 

expressing that faith through good works (vv. 

14-17) 

The good news is that dead faith can be 

resurrected. With some self-diagnosis and the help of 

the Holy Spirit, we can reflect on this list and take 

action to begin growing in our faith again. 

I invite you to take a moment, right now, to 

ponder this list and ask yourself honestly how you are 

doing on each of these. How is God calling you to 

grow? 

Do you show partiality and favoritism?  

How do you do on honoring the whole law, not 

just the parts you find easy or agree with? 

How well do you extend mercy, the kind of 

mercy you’d like, to all those around you? From 

whom do you withhold mercy? 

And how well is your faith revealed by your 

actions, your good works? 

The reality is, this list can be summed up with 

James’ declaration that, “faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead.” (v.17)  

I’ve talked before about the value of taking part 

in an accountability group. There are two questions 

we each respond to weekly. The first is, “When did 

you feel a Call to Discipleship, a time you felt God’s 

prompt to be the heartbeat of Christ in action? And 
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the second is, “When was your Discipleship Denied?” 

We are each called, prompted, or nudged to respond 

to the needs of others. It is good to recognize that we 

are doing God’s work when we respond. It is also 

helpful to recognize when we failed to respond to 

God’s prompt. When we choose, we learn to grow 

through this time of sharing and encouraging one 

another. 

If you are interested in learning more about 

accountability groups, write ‘accountability’ on the 

back of your communication card today. 

We may proclaim with our lips that Jesus is our 

Lord and we follow his teaching, but it is our hands 

and feet that reveal our real heart for our Savior. Do 

we merely talk our faith, or do we live our faith? 

At this point, some are remembering that the 

Apostle Paul emphasized salvation by faith and not by 

works. “So we, too, have put our faith in Christ 

Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ 

and not by the works of the law, because by the 

works of the law no one will be justified.” 

(Galatians 2:16) Remember, it is important to view 

the Bible as a whole and to be careful about pulling 

verses out of context. Paul was writing about when we 

were still in sin and only faith in the grace of God 

through Jesus leads us to salvation. James was writing 

to those who were already Christians, who after being 

made new in Christ let it die by not acting in 

accordance with our faith. 

Works matter in the Christian life. Paul and 

James were in agreement on this. Paul also wrote, 

“For we are what he has made us, created in 

Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand to be our way of life.” (Ephesians 2:10 

NRSV) Our works are a response to the grace of God 

extended to us. In gratitude for God’s grace and 

blessings in our lives, we give back by extending his 

grace and love to others. We are God’s hands and feet 

and heart in this world. 

Faith and works are not an either/or, they are a 

both/and. We take that step of faith in choosing to 

accept God’s grace offered through the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus, accepting God’s forgiveness of 

our sins and his gift of salvation and in response we 

choose to serve others – to live out not only loving 

God with our whole heart, soul, and mind, but also 

loving our neighbor as ourself. 

Have you ever tried to row a boat with one oar? 

You dip the oar deep into the water and make a nice 

long stroke down one side of the boat and, what 

happens? The boat steers to the side of the stroke. So 

you flip the oar to the other side and stroke again and 

the boat steers back the other way and you zigzag 

along. Or you can stroke continuously on one side, 

and you go in circles. It takes two oars used together 

to move forward. 

Imagine those two oars are ‘faith’ and ‘works.’ 

We need both to keep our lives on track. Good works 
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are a way of responding to everyday situations in 

ways that reflect the values of Jesus. 

God has given each of us special gifts and 

passions for the good works prepared for us 

beforehand to be our way of life. I shared a few weeks 

ago that our son and daughter-in-law here in Phoenix 

are trying to get legal guardianship of a little girl with 

the hopes of adopting her. This past week we learned 

that our daughter and son-in-law in Alaska have just 

passed certification to be a safe house for children in 

need of a safe refuge. Both of these couples have gifts 

and passions for children lacking security. They aren’t 

just talking about how unfortunate it is that so many 

children are neglected or lack provision, they are 

walking the talk and taking steps to help. 

What is your passion? What gifts has God 

given you to respond to the needs of others? 

Dead faith can come alive again. When we 

evaluate our faith, we as believers can choose to get 

moving and become doers again. 

There’s an old fable about a man walking 

through a forest who saw a fox that had lost its legs. 

The man wondered how the fox lived. Then he saw a 

tiger come with game in its mouth. The tiger ate its 

fill and left the rest for the fox. The man saw the hand 

of God in this, and he decided that he would rest in a 

corner with full trust that the Lord would provide him 

with all he needed, just as he did for the fox. 

So, he did this for many days, but no one 

brought him anything. When he was almost at death’s 

door, he heard a voice say, “O you who are in a path 

of error, open your eyes to the truth! Follow the 

example of the tiger and stop imitating the disabled 

fox.” 

“For we are what he has made us, created in 

Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand to be our way of life.” (Ephesians 2:10 

NRSV) 

C.S. Lewis said it this way in Mere 

Christianity, “If you have really handed yourself over 

to [Jesus], it must follow that you are trying to obey 

him. But trying in a new way, a less worried way. Not 

doing these things in order to be saved, but because he 

has begun to save you already. Not hoping to get to 

heaven as a reward for your actions, but inevitably 

wanting to act in a certain way because a first faint 

gleam of heaven is already inside you.” 

What does the Holy Spirit say to you about 

your faith? Does it need resurrecting? He’s ready to 

guide you into the richer fuller life of a faith lived. 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, may we not be like the able man in the fable 

who acted disabled and waited for help. May we 

faithfully use our gifts and abilities you’ve given us to 

serve others. Thank you for providing opportunities. 

Amen. 


