James 2:14-26 (1984 NIV)
A Fruit-Bearing Faith

Introduction

Robben Island is just across bustling Cape Town in South Africa. It is buffeted
all year round by icy winds from the Atlantic. For many years, it was used as a
dumping ground for convicts, lepers, and all the insane. From 1961, it became
a high security political prison.

In June 1964, seven men were sent there to serve their life imprisonment for
their struggle against the apartheid regime. These prisoners were isolated from
the outside world. They were only allowed letters once in six months, and visits
once in eight months. They were made to spend their days labouring at a
nearby quarry. But they kept their spirits high by smuggling news in and their
writings out of the prison, and discussing among themselves while working in
the quarry.

These seven men were later transferred to another prison in Cape Town in
1982. They remained there for another 9 years—that gave a total of 27 years
in prison. But to these seven men, these were not wasted years. Over the years
while they were imprisoned, they transformed their struggle into a liberation
movement that won widespread international support. Each of these men had
fully committed himself to what he truly believed by his actions. In their journey,
these seven men were prepared to forgo their freedom, forebear their
hardships, and forgive those who persecuted them.

Apartheid finally collapsed in South Africa in the early 1990s after years of
protests, economic sanctions, and internal dissent. In 1994, South Africa held
its first free election, and the leader among these seven men became the
country’s first black president. His name was Nelson Mandela.

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nelson_Mandela)

In our text today, the writer James also impresses upon us the need to match our belief
(our faith) with appropriate actions (our works).

Some people may disdain what James has written. They allege that James is teaching
a gospel of good works rather than grace. One such person in the past was Martin
Luther, the father of the Reformation. He was so disturbed by what James had written
that he even suggested that the Epistle of James should be left out of the Bible.

But such a disapproval of James is really based on a misunderstanding of James’s
intention. | believe the intention of James here is to warn us of two extreme tendencies
which are still very much present today.

¢ One extreme tendency is to overemphasise faith while neglecting works.
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- | call this “easy believism”—i.e. just believe and teach the things in the Bible,
but it doesn’t really matter how you live.

- You just say the “Sinner’s Prayer” without seeing the need to change your
lifestyle because you have faith that you are already forgiven by grace when
you say that prayer.

Another extreme tendency is to overemphasise works as if faith is not quite

enough.

- | call this “works salvation—i.e. besides believing in Jesus by faith, you
must also work your way to heaven by doing good works.

- Salvation does not depend on Jesus only, but Jesus AND good works.

Indeed, James has been accused of teaching “works salvation” by people from time
to time throughout church history. But | believe he is actually trying to warn against
“easy believism”.

James is trying to challenge his readers then and now to answer this question—
“Sure | believe in Jesus. So how then shall | live?”

James is trying to challenge us to have a balanced perspective of the Christian
life—i.e. faith and works are not to be viewed as mutually exclusive.

James is trying to challenge us to accept the fact that while works are not the
requirement for salvation, they should be the result of our salvation.

In other words, James is NOT teaching us how to become a Christian, but how
to behave after we have become a Christian—i.e. he is impressing upon us that
the best way to show others the faith in us is to act it out before them.

James teaches us that an inner faith that acts itself out is a fruit-bearing faith. And a
fruit-bearing faith is pleasing to God because ...

A fruit-bearing faith is verified faith (vv. 14-17).

14 What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds?
Can such faith save him? 15 Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and
daily food. 16 If one of you says to him, "Go, | wish you well; keep warm and
well fed,” but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? 17 In the
same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

Verified faith is “certified as true” by deeds (fruit-bearing). Note carefully what James
is saying in v. 14.

He is not speaking of someone who has faith, but someone who CLAIMS to
have faith.

James is here referring to a faith that one only claims to have—i.e. he is not
saying that faith cannot save; but stressing that a claimed faith that is not
verified by deeds or bears no fruit, cannot truly save.

Such a claimed faith that is so indifferent towards and powerless in bearing fruit
will be of no benefit to the person concerned on the day of judgement.

The Lord will say to him like what He will say on that day to many as recorded
in Matt. 7:23—“l never knew you.”
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Every Sunday, people all over the world would congregate in churches to profess their
faith in God, to recite the creeds, to read the words of Scripture, to sing the great
hymns of the Christian faith. But the soul-searching questions of James today are
found in v.14—"What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no
deeds? Can such faith save him?” The answer to these two questions obviously is
“no!”

Thus, James is cautioning us today not to come to God every Sunday with this kind of
faith.

e Itis a claimed faith that is all lips and no life; all talk and no walk.

e Itis afaith thatis claimed but not concretised because it has no real relationship
with God, and therefore, cannot tap on His power to live for Him and to please
Him.

James then goes on to press this point about the need to examine ourselves with a
real-to-life example in vv. 15-16.

e Someone in need of the basic necessities of life (e.g. clothing and food) comes
to you.
e He is not a con-man trying to pull a fast one on you.
e He is someone with a real need, and you are in a position to help him.
e What then do you say to him?
“I'm sorry to see you in such bad shape. | know the weather is cold. So take
care and keep warm. | hope you can also find something to eat. Remember,
have faith in God and He will provide.”
e James tells us that such “good wishes” have nothing good in them at all.
e Infact, itis only a nice way of saying something cruel and that is—“I know your
need. But it is your problem, not mine. So don’t bother me for | am going to
mind my own business only. Anyhow, good luck to you.”

Indeed, such faith with no fruit of love for others is of no good at all. James says in v.
17 that such faith without any fruit of love is as good as dead.

e This kind of faith does not have the life and love to act.

¢ And such a faith is no true faith at all.

e Itis merely a claimed faith because it is not verified by the appropriate actions
of love in one’s life.

Now, allow me the liberty to tell a modern-day parable.

In a small village, there lived two gardeners, let's call them A and B. Both were
devoted Christians who believed in the power of faith. They each had a garden
where they grew various fruits and vegetables.

A’s garden was well-tended, with lush green plants and vibrant flowers. He spent
hours each day nurturing his garden, praying over it, and trusting God to provide
the necessary rain and sunshine. As he worked, A would often declare, “I have
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faith that God will bless my garden with an abundance of fruit.” And indeed, his
garden flourished, producing juicy fruits and crisp vegetables.

B’s garden, on the other hand, was neglected and barren. Despite his claims of
having faith, B rarely tended to his garden. He would occasionally pray for a
bountiful harvest but didn’t put in the effort required to nurture his plants. B would
say, “I have faith that God will miraculously make my garden produce fruit.” But his
garden remained dry and unproductive.

One day, a severe drought hit the land, affecting both gardens. A’s garden,
however, continued to thrive due to his consistent care and faith. B's garden,
lacking attention and nourishment, withered away.

The story highlights the importance of fruit-bearing faith. A’s faith was
demonstrated through his actions, as he tended to his garden and trusted God to
provide the necessary elements for its growth. His faith was living and active,
producing a bountiful harvest.

B’s faith, on the other hand, was stagnant and inactive. He claimed to have faith
but didn’t back it up with actions. His garden suffered as a result, illustrating the
consequences of a faith that doesn’t produce fruit.

Yes, the kind of fruit-bearing that James is talking about is that kind of faith that is
verified by appropriate works of love for God, for others, and even for oneself. And it
is not only true faith, but also faith that speaks of a certain measure of maturity because
there is not only truth, but also growth in it.

James is exhorting us today to show such kind of fruit-bearing faith—faith that bears
the fruit of biblical truth and spiritual growth. And a faith that embodies both truth and
growth is pleasing to God

A fruit-bearing faith is pleasing to God because it is verified faith. Also, a fruit-bearing
faith is pleasing to God because ...

Il. A fruit-bearing faith is effective faith (vv. 18-19).

18 But someone will say, "You have faith; | have deeds." 19 Show me your faith
without deeds, and | will show you my faith by what | do. You believe that there
is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.

Using an imaginary person who boasts of his deeds, James continues to explain what
fruit-bearing faith is in vv. 18-19.

e |tis not a situation whereby someone sees only the relevance of deeds, but no
faith is needed. In fact, such a person who keeps boasting—*l have deeds! |
have deeds! | have deeds!”—is in a dangerous position because of his absence
of faith in God.
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e Such a person is like someone whom Paul was trying to correct in Gal. 2:16—
someone who tried to be saved by keeping the demands of the law, but had no
faith in the Messiah—this person is a legalist.

e Religious legalism exists even today when people mistakenly think that they
would be saved by keeping all the religious rituals outwardly, never mind if there
Is no inner faith in God.

e Yes, while good works/actions/deeds are appropriate responses resulting from
a genuine faith in God, these by themselves are nothing as far as obtaining
salvation is concerned; these by themselves are ineffective in making us
righteous before God in the absence of faith in Him.

e James further points out that we should not regard our good works as religious
rituals that can magically make us acceptable to God.

e Rather, we should regard these works as acts of love that result from us first
having faith in God—i.e. we first have faith in God, and we then do good works
out of our faith in Him.

e |t is our faith in God that makes us saved, and not our good works—i.e. our
good works arising from our inner faith in God are outward expressions of us
loving and obeying Him, but not the means by which we are saved.

An unbelieving friend of mine once said this, “| would rather be a good man with no
religion than to be a bad man with a religion.” | believe what he implied was this—he
could earn his way to heaven by good deeds, even if he did not have faith in a god.
Indeed, this friend is like the imaginary person whom James is using, and who is
boasting, “I have deeds! | have deeds! | have deeds!”

Hear again and heed what James has to say in v. 19—“Show me your faith without
deeds, and | will show you my faith by what | do.” James is here implying that if that
boasting person has no faith to show beneath all that outer cover of good deeds, he
has no hope—his boasting in all his good deeds would amount to nothing because
they are ineffective in making him righteous before God.

Good for us if we are doing good deeds in our lives. But today, Scripture is calling us
to come to faith in God by believing in Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord. And resulting
from that, our good deeds are the good fruit we bear because of our belief in Him, our
love for Him, and our obedience in doing what pleases Him.

James goes on to respond to this imaginary boastful person in v. 19—“Show me your
faith without deeds, and | will show you my faith by what | do.”

e James is not here trying to tell this person that he needs both faith and deeds
in order to be saved.

e Rather, he is trying to speak against the tendency to separate faith from deeds
as if these two are mutually exclusive.

e James is trying to stress the point that it is faith that saves, but such a saving
faith should rightly express itself through acts of love.

e In other words, James wants us to know that a fruit-bearing faith is effective
faith because it keeps faith and deeds in proper perspective.
- Such faith is not only effective because it saves us, but also because it

effects (energises) us to do works of love for God and others.
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- Such faith recognises that Jesus Christ is both Saviour AND Lord, not either
Saviour OR Lord.

- This means we trust Him by our belief in Him as our Saviour; it also means
we follow Him as our Lord with acts/deeds/works of obedience—this is what
an effective fruit-bearing faith means.

Yes, James is here teaching us to say, “I am now saved in Jesus Christ, and

so | cannot live any way | like but in a way pleasing to Him.”

Inv. 19, James goes on further to use the example of demons to show that an effective
faith really goes beyond mere intellectual believing—*“You believe that there is one
God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.”

Demons believe there is one God; they believe in the deity of Jesus Christ—if

they are to take an examination in theology and doctrines, they would have

scored A+ without problem.

However, the demons are not saved though they believe in God and Jesus

Christ, and even shudder at the mention of them.

So, what’s wrong with the demons’ belief in God and Jesus Christ?

- Their beliefin God and Jesus Christ is only an intellectual belief—it is all just
in the head.

- Their belief is just a profession from the head to the mouth; a sort of lip
service, but without any real change of heart and in life.

- The demons are intellectually correct about God and Jesus Christ—but they
are never saved, implying intellectual believing is never enough to save.

Of course, true faith does not mean you don’t need content.

- To have faith is to believe in mind, heart, and spirit and you cannot so
believe in a vacuum, i.e. without knowing and understanding proper content.

- So, we need to know and understand proper theology and doctrines, BUT if
we remain at this intellectual level of knowing and understanding, we cannot
move on to involving ourselves with the content we know and understand;
we cannot rightly effect active trust and commitment in our faith life.

- In other words, effective faith enables what we know and understand
intellectually not just to inform us, but to transform us—to change us from
inside out as we obey God and bear fruit for Him.

A fruit-bearing faith is pleasing to God because it is verified faith; it is also effective
faith. And it is effective faith because it keeps faith and deeds in proper perspective.
Such faith is not only effective because it saves us, but also because it effects
(energises) us to do works of love for God and others.

Lastly and briefly, a fruit-bearing is pleasing to God because ...

A fruit-bearing faith is living faith (vv. 20-26).

20 You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless?
21 Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when
he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that his faith and his actions
were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. 23
And the scripture was fulfilled that says, "Abraham believed God, and it was
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credited to him as righteousness," and he was called God's friend. 24 You see
that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone. 25 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?
26 As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.

Fruit-bearing faith is living faith because it gives birth to a new beginning—i.e. a new
standing of righteousness before God (vv. 20-24).

James now brings on the one whom all Israel would be proud to be associated with—
he’s none other than Abraham, the forefather of all Israel (bear in mind that James
1:1b tells us that James is writing very much to a Jewish audience).

Back in Gen. 15:4, God tells Abram that “a son coming from your own body will

be your heir”; Gen. 15:6 tells us that “Abram believed the Lord, and he credited

it to him as righteousness”.

James knows his OT well—he knows that Abraham was credited with

righteousness by God before he offered Isaac, and even before he was

circumcised.

When James says in 2:21—"Was not our ancestor Abraham considered

righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar?”—he is

not saying that Abraham was unjustified until he did something good before

God, i.e. until he offered his son Isaac.

But what James means here is that Abraham’s faith in God’s promise of a son

was verified and not merely claimed when it led him to act in obedience to God

by offering Isaac on the altar.

That's why James can say in v. 22 that Abraham’s “faith and actions were

working together (i.e. not in conflict with each other), and his faith was made

complete by what he did”.

James is here telling us that Abraham became righteous because of his faith,

and he behaved as befitting of a man of such faith by doing the appropriate

thing, i.e. offering Isaac in faith.

James also clarifies and declares that the righteousness of Abraham is not

earned, but credited—"to credit” is “to put into one’s account”.

On his own, Abraham was bankrupt spiritually, but God made a deposit in his

spiritual account because of his faith—i.e. Abraham’s righteousness was God’s

own righteousness in Jesus Christ that was put into Abraham’s bankrupt

account.

Abraham did not work to get his righteous standing before God; he received it

as a gift because of his faith in God’s promise of a son.

- Abraham’s faith was a living faith because it brought a new beginning to his
life—it resulted in him being righteous before God.

- Abraham’s faith was also fruit-bearing as seen in his obedience to God’s
call to offer Isaac on the altar.

- For Abraham, his faith and deeds were not mutually exclusive for “faith
without deeds is dead”.

Today, this fruit-bearing faith that brings forth a new standing of righteousness before
God is open to anyone who would so believe, regardless of who he/she is. And to
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argue his case, James now brings on a person of bad reputation, especially to the
Jews—this person is Rahab the Canaanite woman and a prostitute. Unlike Abraham,
Rahab is someone the Jews would hate and despise. But James is here exalting
Rahab. Why?

e This is because of her faith in Yahweh, the God of Israel—we read of her faith
in Yahweh in Jos. 2:8-11.

e And it was out of this faith in Yahweh that she did what she had done, i.e.
hiding the spies of Israel and sending them safely away—nher faith was verified
and effected in fruit-bearing as she endangered herself with these actions.

e Yes, the Jews would love Abraham and hate Rahab; they would exalt Abraham
and despise Rahab.

e But James says that both Abraham and Rahab stand equal before God ...
because God has credited the same righteousness to both of them in
recognition of their faith in Him before anything else.

Indeed, God is no respecter of persons. Like Abraham the great forefather of the Jews,
you may be held in high esteem by others. Or like Rahab the prostitute, you may be
despised by others. But regardless of who you are and your background, you can have
the same righteous standing before God like that of Abraham and Rahab.

Such righteous standing is living faith because it gives life eternal with God. And God
will give it to anyone who will come to faith in Him by believing in Jesus Christ. Do you
want this living faith?

e All you need to do is to put aside trusting in your own ability to do good, even if
you are highly esteemed as a very “good and capable” person in the eyes of
many.

e Instead, come to Jesus Christ in faith as your Saviour; and in Jesus Christ (the
Son of God whom He sent to save fallen humanity), God Himself will put His
own righteousness into your spiritual bank account.

e Having done that, you then need to obey what Jesus Christ as your Lord is
leading you to do each day—i.e. to live out your faith in appropriate
deeds/works/actions.

e And you need not be a spiritual giant to do that—you need not be perfect, but
just be willing to grow in your faith life each day.

e God is not so much demanding that you and | live in sinless perfection in our
fallen world, but he is desiring and helping us to live in sincere progression in
our faith life each day—that’s living faith that bears fruit of good deeds for God,
for others, and for ourselves as He enables and helps us to live righteously for
Him each day.

Conclusion

The best way to show the faith in us is to act it out. Such a faith is a fruit-bearing faith.
And when we so act out the faith in us, it becomes:

e A verified faith.
e An effective faith.
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e Aliving faith.

James is not demanding that we drive ourselves crazy to do more good works today.
Instead, he is calling us to do things differently. He is calling us to do deeds of devotion,
deeds of morality, and deeds of ministry out of faith in God who as accepted us as His
people when we come to believe in His Son, Jesus Christ, as our Saviour and Lord.

The body without the spirit is dead, and the man then becomes a physical corpse. In
the same way, faith without works is dead, and the believer is like a spiritual corpse.
And this is unthinkable for believers in Jesus Christ because God has raised them
from spiritual death to eternal life in His Son Jesus Christ.

e For those who are not yet believers in Jesus Christ, the Bible is not against
good works. Rather, the Bible tells us that we can never be good enough on
our own merits, no matter how much good we have done. Thus, we need to
come to Jesus Christ and believe in Him so that we can stand righteous before
God.

e For those of us who are believers in Jesus Christ, let’'s hear again and heed
what James says in James 2:18—°1 will show you my faith by my works.” Let’s
live up to who we are as the people of God in Jesus Christ by matching our talk
of faith with our walk of faith each day.

We seek God to help us as we reflect on what we have heard, making decisions and
taking actions as we respond to God today. Amen!
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