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Sermon Summary:  Understanding the interplay between faith and works is vital to our lives Get it right 
and your life will be built on solid rock, as Jesus explains at the end of the Sermon on the Mount. But get it 
wrong and you’re building on sinking sand, destined for a great crash. 
 
Jesus said, “Whoever hears these words of mine and does them” builds on the solid rock. Likewise James 
says, “Faith apart from works is useless...a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” But then 
Paul comes along and says, “By works of the law no one will be justified in God’s sight” (Rom. 3:20). 
“We know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16). 
“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith...not by works so no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 
 
What are we to make of this apparent contradiction? As one commentator said, Paul and James are not 
standing toe-to-toe battling each other. They are standing back-to-back battling different foes. Paul fought 
encroaching legalism, constantly reminding his audiences that we are justified sola fide, by faith alone. But 
James seems to be battling license and libertinism. He needs to remind people that while the root of our 
justification is faith in Christ’s work and not our own, the fruit of that justification is good works. As Philip 
Melanchthon later put it, “We are saved by faith alone but not by a faith that is alone—it is always accom-
panied by good works.” Good works justify the claim that you’ve been justified; they vindicate your faith. 
 
In James 2:14-26 we see at least three ways that faith can break down and no longer work as it should: 
 
1. A Breakdown in Compassion. To overlook the needs of the poor and destitute, to offer them verbal 
blessings—”Go in peace. Be warmed and filled.”—but not meet their actual physical needs is evidence of a 
false faith that saves neither you nor another person. Living faith is moved to action. As John will later 
write, “Jesus laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone  
has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart 
against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us 
not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:16-18). 
 
2. A Breakdown in Cognition.  Demons think accurate thoughts 
about God. They are every bit as orthodox as we are. There are no 
atheists in hell. In fact, the demons believe and shudder. Do we?  
Do we tremble before God, not in abject fear but in holy awe and 
humility for all that God is, and is for us? “The fear of the Lord is  
the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10). “God favors the humble and 
contrite in spirit, and those who tremble at his word” (Is. 66:2).  
We work out our salvation in “fear and trembling” (Phil. 2:12).  
True, functional cognition of God produces emotion and passion. 
We stand before him as at the rim of the Grand Canyon, as at the 
base of Everest. We tremble in awe, recognizing this greatness and 
grace, realizing this is no one to trifle with. 

Discipleship Focus: 



3. A Breakdown in Conversion.  James cites the examples of Abraham and Rahab, both radically converted 
people of faith. A man and a woman; a Hebrew and a Canaanite; a patriarch and a prostitute. Like Paul, James 
quotes Genesis 15:6, “Abraham believed God—and it was credited to him as righteousness.” But interestingly, 
Paul uses it as the root of Abraham’s salvation, and James uses it as the fruit. Paul says Abraham was initially 
justified by faith alone, which he was. But James adds that 30 years later, at the sacrifice of Isaac, Abraham’s 
justification was justified. His work was added to complete and fulfill his faith.  
 
Likewise Rahab, a condemned Canaanite prostitute, became radically converted, casting her lot with the  
Hebrew spies. She had faith in their God, but not a faith that was alone—it was accompanied by the good 
works of hiding the spies and sending them safely on their way. As a result not only was Rahab’s life spared, 
she was assimilated into the line of the Messiah (Matt. 1), welcomed into the “Hall of Faith” (Heb. 11), and 
cited as an exemplar of true faith (James 2). Every true believer has a living, active, working faith—one that 
feels a compassion issuing forth in action; cognition yielding emotion; and a conversion producing radical, risky 
devotion to God in whatever he calls us to do. 
 

Discussion Guide 
 
1. Did the explanation about the interplay between faith and works work for you? Do you feel like you have   

a handle on both the distinctions and connections so that you could explain it to others? Are there any 
lingering  questions in your mind? Process these together. 

 
2. On which side would you tend to fall off: a legalism that needs to be rooted in faith alone, or a libertinism  
 that needs to be exhorted to bring forth the fruit of true repentance and faith? 
 
3. James 2:18 says, “Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works.”  
 An old diagnostic question goes, “If you were arrested for being a Christian, would there be enough  
 evidence to convict you?” Or put another way, is there any “indisputable visual evidence” to uphold the  
 original call? In all humility, share the greatest fruit that the gospel has born in and through you since 
 you became a Christian. 
 
4. Of the three faith breakdowns presented, where you do feel the most convicted that you need to repair 

and strengthen your faith? 
 
5. How will you do it?  
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