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Sermon: Faith with the Works    James 2: 14-26   July 5 2020 

Rideau Park United Church, Ottawa ON - Rev. Steve Clifton 

 

 

 

“Stump the Preacher.” Over the summer, we thought it would be fun, interesting, 
challenging…in a good way… to place the focus of Sunday services on passages of scripture that 
you choose for us. Maybe there is a biblical text that has long puzzled you, or confounded you, 
or bothered you … We are going to try, Sunday by Sunday to examine these texts that you 
choose. 

When we invited people to “stump the preacher” in this way, Shanti was in early with the text 
that she read for us today. James chapter 2 verse 17 “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is 
dead. “  “Faith without works is dead.” So we can explore this verse together. 

Let us pray 

--------- 

So James 2: 17   “Faith without works is dead…” 

There is a beautiful Jewish parable about two rabbis sitting in a park arguing about a 
passage from the Torah. They are great friends and they have been arguing about this piece 
of Scripture for years and can never come to an agreement. God is so tired of their 
contending that finally God parts the sky, comes down and says, “You guys have been 
fighting for years. I’ll tell you what the passage means.” And in a rare moment of unity, the 
two rabbis turn to God and say, “What right have you to come down here and tell us what 
this passage means? Go away and let us argue.” 
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When we look at a verse in Scripture, sometimes it`s helpful to remember that any one 
verse is part of a much bigger conversation, a give and take that spans generations. The 
Scripture itself is in some sense a Holy conversation, with competing threads and traditions 
vying for attention.  

And then the people of God build on the dialogue together.  The conversation continues 
beyond the text. 

A verse like the one that we share today doesn’t stand alone. It `s surrounded in holy 
conversation. There are more than 30,000 verses in the canon of Scripture. This is but one 
of them. 

The Epistle of James is itself part of a conversation. The writer is responding to a 
community, its thoughts, questions and context but we only have one side of the 
conversation recorded. 
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And it`s good to remember that our Holy Book was broken down into Chapters only in the 
1300s; it was subdivided into verses only in the mid-1500s. For more than a millennia, the holy 
text flowed on uninterrupted, an undivided whole. 

French scholar Robert Estienne made a great innovation when in 1568 he published a Bible with 
Chapter and verses clearly marked. This made navigating the text much easier. But the verse 
numbering tempts the reader to take the text as a collection of discrete statements having 
meaning and application on their own, in isolation from the larger narrative. So we may hear a 
particular verse and miss the wider conversation. 

And the conversation around James Chapter 2 gets pretty heated and spans centuries. 

 

Martin Luther, the great theologian who`s words and actions launched the Reformation, the 
split of the Western Church, despised the verse we are looking at today. He called the whole 
Letter of James, from which today`s text comes, an “Epistle of straw” and he wanted it taken 
out of the Bible.  

Luther`s writing helped in the creation of the Protestant church and so for those of us in the 
Reform tradition of Western Christianity, we may have picked up some of Luther`s suspicion of 
James and of this verse that Luther hated so much. Protestants may have learned that James 2 
is about “works righteousness” and we know we are “saved by faith alone” 

Luther`s journey of faith hinged on another verse of Scripture, a competing voice in the 
Scripture conversation. Romans Chapter 1 verse 17 reads   “The one who is righteous will live 
by faith.”  James wrote that faith without works is dead. Luther sided with Romans Chapter 1: 
we are saved by faith alone. 
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Luther lived in a time when the Church in the West emphasized doing good things to find 
salvation. It`s what you did that put you in God`s good graces. In Luther’s time, the late 15th and 
early 16th C, the rich could pay monasteries to pray for their souls. People with money could 
finance indulgences, financial gifts to the church, buying a place near to God.  

In rebellion against these excesses, Luther wanted to emphasize that salvation is a gift that God 
gives. We cannot earn it by work or effort, cannot buy it. We are saved by faith alone. In his 
own life, Romans 1: 17 set Luther free. He wrote of its effect on him:” I was born again … the 
doors of paradise swung open, and I walked through.” 

 

Think of Luke`s parable, of the Forgiving Father welcoming the Prodigal home, a favorite text of 
Luther.  Even the underserving may find their way home to God. It’s by grace, by Gods goodness 
not ours, it’s by faith that we are saved not by our works.  

And as a good Protestant, how could I argue with that. 

------------------------ 

Except…I wonder our place in the conversation has changed. Luther lived 500 years ago.  I 
wonder if our verse from James 2 doesn’t ring true in our present moment. 

 In Luther`s time, too great an emphasis was placed on earning a place with God. So an 
emphasis on works was problematic. But now?  Maybe James Chapter 2 provides us with a 
needed course correction 
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I once was part of a ministerial group where an ecumenical colleague shared that for another 
Christian leader to be considered a brother in Christ (I am not sure that being a sister in Christ 
was a thing for him) we would have to give assent to a series of doctrinal statements. There 
was no room for conversation or nuance. If you believed the things on his list as written you 
were in. If you could check off everything on his list you were saved. If not, you were out with 
God and therefor out with him. For him being a Christian meant saying yes to a very particular 
set of ideas. 

 

Between Luther and today stands the Reformation and the Enlightenment.  In her book "The 
Case for God" Karen Armstrong talks about how, for much of its history, the church understood 
faith to be about participation in the tradition. Faith was about joining in worship, sinking into 
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the sacred story of scripture, growing into Jesus, working for social justice... Only with the 
Enlightenment, she writes, did the church "reduce faith" to a set of propositions.  

 

Lutheran writer Marcus Borg wrote: 

 "Being Christian is not very much about believing in the sense of believing the right things… 
That is a relatively recent distortion of Christianity. Of course, the language of “believing” has 
been part of Christianity from the first century onward. But it didn’t refer primarily to believing 
the right theological beliefs. It meant something like the English word “beloving.” To believe in 
God and Jesus was to belove God and Jesus. Namely, it meant to commit one’s self to a 
relationship...” 
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 Another way to think of the conversation of Scripture, is to picture the Biblical story as a 
beautiful woven tapestry, with threads of many colors. There are many traditions that run 
through the text, that are woven together with contrasting and complimentary threads to make 
a beautiful fabric. 

There are threads in other places of the Bible that are like the one we shared in James. There 
are voices in the Scripture conversation that echo what James has written, that lift up the 
importance of works in the life of faith. 

Jesus in Matthew 25 says to those who did not recognize him:” Come, you who are blessed by 
my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the 
world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me 
something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in…” 

Caring for the least among us is the pathway to salvation in Matthew 25 

In many places in the prophets, disdain is expressed for empty prayers and faith expressions 
and in their place God calls for good works: 

Isaiah 1: Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the 
fatherless; plead the case of the widow. 

Micah 6: And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk 
humbly with your God. 

There is nothing here in these passages about assent to particular doctrine, or abstract 
expressions of belief. 
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So listening in on this holy conversation of scripture today I would say this  

As a good Protestant raised in a reform tradition, I agree with Luther. We are saved through 
faith. We cannot earn salvation. It’s a gift from our gracious creator.   

And… James is also right: “faith without works is dead.” 

May the conversation continue.  

Amen 


