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The heart of the book of James is our text for this morning – James 2:14-26.  Let’s read it and then jump right in:
What good it is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds?  Can such faith save them?  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?  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 my deeds.  You believe that there is one God.  Good!  Even the demons believe that – and shudder.

You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless?  Was not our father 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 considered righteous by what they do 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.  (James 2:14-26)
Did any of you see the movie starring Adam Sandler and Wynona Ryder called “Mr. Deeds”?  I am not an Adam Sandler fan – most of his movies seem to major on silliness – but this movie, which I have read is a loose remake of the 1936 movie “Mr. Deeds Goes To Town,” actually had some redeeming value.  Sandler plays a gentle soul named Longfellow Deeds, who, it turns out, is the nephew of an extremely successful businessman who has just passed away, leaving Deeds with a $40 billion inheritance.  Most people would be changed if they suddenly came into $40 billion, but not Longfellow Deeds.  The storyline is a bit silly, but the part that sticks with me is how kind and generous and other-centered a fellow Longfellow Deeds remains through all the ups and downs of the film.  Longfellow Deeds is a man of admirable, unselfish deeds.
And James tells us that as followers of Jesus, we should be known to our world as “Mr. and Mrs. Deeds.”  We should be known as people who have a faith that works.  James starts this section of his letter with this pointed question: “What good is it, my brother and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds?  Can such faith save them?”  And the answer is, “Of course not.  A faith that doesn’t work is no faith at all.  A faith that is not evidenced by its deeds is a sham.”  Authentic Christianity, says James, is Christianity that gears up for action when it sees a need.  One pastor put it like this: “It’s not what you believe that counts; it’s what you believe enough to do.”
If I Believe It, You Will See It
Now some people through the years have found this section of James to be very confusing, and even a bit controversial.  In fact Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant Reformation, found this section of James to be so troubling that he didn’t think the book of James should even be in the Bible.  Here’s the source of the controversy.  First, look again at James 2:24, where James writes this: “You see that a person is considered righteous by what they do and not by faith alone.”  And now look at what the Apostle Paul wrote in the book of Romans on what seems to be the very same topic: “For we maintain that a person is justified by faith apart from the works of the law.” (Romans 3:28)  And to make matters even more confusing, both James and Paul point to Abraham’s example to prove their point.  We already read what James said about Abraham, how Abraham was considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar.  Now listen to what Paul writes in Romans 4:
If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about – but not before God.  What does Scripture say?  “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:2-3)
So which is it, we wonder?  Are we saved by faith alone, without works, or are we saved by our faith and our works?  
At first blush, this appears to be a contradiction; it appears to be a problem.  Certainly Martin Luther thought it was a problem.  But most Bible students think there’s an explanation for this that makes perfect sense out of both James and Paul.  Let me see if I can give it to you.
Notice again how James asks the question in verse 14: “What good it is, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds?  Can such faith save them?”  Here’s the important distinction James makes.  James isn’t writing about someone who has faith; he’s writing about someone who says he has faith.  In other words, James is distinguishing between someone who professes faith and someone who possesses faith.  It’s one thing, James writes, to say you have faith.  It’s another to actually have faith.  It’s one thing to say you believe there’s one God.  It’s another to actually believe in the one true God and to be committed to the one true God.  And how, James asks, will people know you don’t simply profess faith but that you actually possess faith?  If you really believe it, James says, then they’ll see it.  If your faith is authentic, your life will show it.  But what does not work is to merely say that you believe.  James’ point is to distinguish between a faith that works and a faith that simply talks.
And we’ve all known people like that, people who are quite good at talking the talk.  Truth be told, we’ve all been people like that at one time or another.  I mentioned to you awhile ago a book I read last year called “The Christian Atheist” by Pastor Craig Groeschel.  In that book Groeschel points out how many of us say we believe in God and yet live our lives as if God didn’t exist.  We say we believe in prayer, yet we don’t pray.  We say we believe that there’s a real hell, yet we never warn any of our friends about it.  We say we believe God can change our lives, but in reality we haven’t changed a bit and have no intention of changing.  And when we say we believe in God but live as if God is nowhere to be found, it’s entirely fair for our neighbors and friends to wonder if we really believe what we say we believe.  Which is exactly what James is getting at in this chapter and in this book – do we merely profess our faith or do we possess our faith?
And the fact is that Paul’s writing make much the same point.  Now his emphasis in Romans 3 and 4 is certainly different from James’ emphasis here.  In Romans 3 and 4 Paul wants his readers to understand that they can’t be saved by their works, that they can’t be saved by obeying the law.  Why not?  Because, Paul tells us in Romans 3:23, everyone has sinned.  No matter how many good deeds you might have done, no matter how many good works you might have done, the fact is that you and I have still sinned, and our sin causes damage and the damage has to be paid for.  We sometimes want to argue with Paul on that point.  We want to say, “Wait a minute.  Sure I’ve sinned; I don’t deny that.  But you’ve got to look at the balance of my work, and on balance I’ve done pretty well.  Doesn’t the 80% I’ve done right outweigh the 20% I’ve done wrong?”

But when we think about it, we realize that isn’t going to fly.  Imagine that after working at a company for 40 years on your way out the door you embezzle $10,000.  As you stand before the judge you offer an impassioned plea: “Your honor, I worked for this company for 40 years.  I was never late.  I was always an exemplary employee.  On balance the good I did far outweighs the one wrong thing I did.  You have to let me off.”  Will that work?  Of course not.  Justice requires that you be punished.  You caused damage, and someone has to pay for it, and that someone is you.

By the way, you might remember that James said something similar in the text we read last Sunday.  James said that if you keep the whole law but break just one, you’re still a lawbreaker; you’re still a sinner.  Paul and James are very much in agreement that we’re all sinners and that doing good things doesn’t make up for our sin.  They are both very much in agreement that it is our faith that saves us.  But what James is doing here in James 2 is to make sure we understand what authentic, saving faith is – it’s a faith that makes a difference in how we live.  In other words, if I really believe it, then you will be able to see it.

And when we read all of the 13 letters that Paul wrote in the New Testament, it becomes very clear that Paul and James are very much in agreement on the fact that saving faith is a faith that works.  In Galatians 5, for example, Paul writes, “You who are trying to be justified by the law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.” (Galatians 5:4)  That makes it sound like Paul is ragging on a faith that works, doesn’t it?  But notice what Paul says just two verses later: “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.” (Galatians 5:6)  Authentic faith, Paul tells us, is faith that works; it’s faith that expresses itself through love.  Just like James, Paul wants us to understand that there’s a huge difference between a faith that’s only professed and a faith that is also expressed.
Since I started out talking about a silly movie, let me use a silly analogy to explain what the Bible teaches us about authentic, saving faith.  I’ve used this before, so bear with me, but hopefully for some this will be helpful.  This is from the category I call “Everything I need to know I learned from Star Trek.”  And given my age, I’m talking about the original Star Trek, with Captain Kirk, Mr. Spock and Dr. McCoy.  Spock’s focus, of course, is logic.  Things need to make intellectual sense to him.  McCoy is the emotional one.  Yes he’s a doctor and a scientist, but he is often ready to throw logic to the winds and act on his feelings.  And then there’s Kirk, the man of action.  While Spock is still mulling things over and McCoy is yelling at Spock for being heartless, Kirk is already out there in the universe doing something.
Here’s my point, and I know you really hope I have one.  Authentic faith involves the whole person – it involves our intellect, it involves our emotions and it involves our will.  Faith cares about logic.  God doesn’t ask us to believe things that logic and science tell us aren’t true.  Now it’s true that when we’re talking about God we’re talking about miracles; we are talking about things that go beyond reason.  But we’re not talking about things that go against reason.  The Christian faith is a reasonable faith.  We believe what we believe about who Jesus is based on evidence and on reason.  There is a Mr. Spock component to the Christian faith, a faith that cares about logic and the intellect.

But that’s not all there is to authentic, saving faith.  After all, as James points out, the demons believe that there is a God … and they shudder.  And this is where Dr. McCoy comes in, where the emotions come in.  We use words like “assurance” and like “confidence” to describe the emotion of faith.  We say that we “trust” someone.  One of my mentors in seminary said it like this; he said there’s a difference between “belief that” and “belief in.”  “Belief that” is the intellectual component of faith; it’s the component that requires evidence.  For example, I believe that Jesus rose from the dead because I’ve studied the evidence in support of the resurrection.  But here’s the thing – you can believe that Jesus rose from the dead and still not be saved.  You also need to believe in Jesus.  You need to put your trust in him.  To be saved by faith is to trust in Jesus to save us from our sin, to rely on him, to depend on him.
But true biblical faith – authentic, saving faith – involves more.  It involves our will and our actions.  This is where Captain Kirk comes into play.  Do you remember in logic class talking about the difference between a necessary condition and a sufficient condition?  Let me give you a simple illustration.  Suppose I tell you that Person A is a bachelor.  Now what has to be true about Person A for that to be a true statement?  For one thing, it is necessary for Person A to be a man, because the term “bachelor” refers to a man.  But is that sufficient?  No, because not all men are bachelors.  There’s a second condition – Person A has to be unmarried.  The point is that something can be a necessary condition without being a sufficient condition.
A necessary condition of saving faith is intellectual belief.  To be a Christian, there are certain things you have to believe – you have to believe that Jesus is who he claimed to be, that he is God in the flesh; you have to believe that he died on the cross for our sin and rose from the dead.  But those beliefs are not sufficient to save you from your sin.  In addition to the intellectual component of faith, for your faith to be sufficient you also need that emotional component of trust, of belief in as well as belief that, and your faith needs to be a faith that works.  There is an action component of faith, the Captain Kirk who puts his beliefs into action, if you will.  

And it’s not just James who says this; it’s James’ older brother Jesus.  Do you remember how Jesus put it in the Sermon on the Mount?  He said: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 7:21)  Just before that Jesus told us how to distinguish authentic followers from false prophets; it would be by the fruit of their lives.  “A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit … Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.” (Matthew 7:18, 20)  Authentic, saving faith is a faith that works, a faith that puts its intellectual beliefs into practice.  As Paul puts it, it’s a faith that expresses itself through love.  
If You Have A Need, Our Faith Will Respond With Deeds
And in specific, James tells us in James 2, it’s a faith that responds to other’s needs with loving deeds.  You don’t need me to tell you that we live in a needy world.  Last month we learned that we now have in America a record number of people living in poverty, that in our country 46.2 million people live in poverty – that’s one in every six people.  And that’s just here.  Worldwide we are told that one in every seven people in the world goes to bed hungry.
Now you and I can’t feed everyone, we can’t house everyone, we can’t clothe everyone.  But doing nothing is simply not an option for us.  Each of us is called by God to do something.  So how do we know what we’re supposed to do?  Let me remind you of a principle we follow here at Cornerstone, the “SHAPE” principle.  We believe that God has uniquely shaped each one of us to make a difference in the world no one else can make.  SHAPE is an acronym – S stands for spiritual gifts, H for your heart or your passion, A for your abilities, P for your personality and E for your experiences.  My goal this morning is not to make anyone feel guilty for not being involved in any particular ministry.  But I do want to challenge you to make sure you’re using the way God has shaped you to be doing something.  
Do you remember this quote we use in trying to discern what God has called us to do to maximize the way he’s shaped us?  It’s by an author named Frederick Buechner and it goes like this: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  Authentic faith is a faith that responds to other’s needs with loving deeds.  There are too many needs for any one of us to respond to.  But God has shaped you to be able to meet certain needs I can’t meet, and in addition to giving you the ability to do that he’s also given you the heart to do that.  “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  And if you haven’t yet found that place, I encourage you to keep looking.
And I want to end this morning by offering you some encouragement.  The good news is that we as a global church are making a difference, a significant difference.  That was news to me when I first heard it a few months ago, so I want to show you a short video to let you know that we are making a difference and that it is within our power to make an even greater difference.  This is from a ministry called Live58.org.  Watch this:

Video Clip: The Poor You Will NOT Always Have With You
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