Dead Faith - Part 1

James 2:14-20

We come now to our study of God's Word and how grateful I am in my own heart for this wonderful occasion to look at the precious revelation of our blessed Lord.

James 2:14-20 (KJV)
Please Stand
14What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him? 15If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, 16And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit? 17Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone. 18Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: show me thy faith without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my works. 19Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble. 20But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?
Pray
What we do, is the real key to our intentions. The only real revelation of a person is through that person's behavior.

To sort of paraphrase James, faith plus nothing equals nothing. James, for example, describes the kind of faith that equals nothing, he calls it “dead faith” in verse 17, verse 20 and again at the end of the chapter in verse 26, dead faith.

James 2:26 (KJV)
26For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.
Now inevitably, people with dead faith always substitute words for deeds. They want you to believe that they are what they say when you must understand that we are what we do. Trust not in words, trust only in action. True faith will always be seen in works. Dead faith will not be seen at all.

Now the point that you want to understand as you approach this passage is that there is a kind of faith that does not save. There is a kind of faith in God that does not save. There is a kind of faith in Jesus Christ that does not save.

In Matthew, for example, chapter 3, the ministry of John the Baptist draws our attention.

Matthew 3:5-9 (KJV)
5Then went out to him Jerusalem, and all Judaea, and all the region round about Jordan, 6And were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins. 7But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees come to his baptism, he said unto them, O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bring forth therefore fruits meet for repentance: 9And think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham.
In other words, don't count on your heritage, demonstrate by your works the legitimacy of your faith.

Matthew 5:16 (KJV)
16Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.
In other words, the light that shines out of the life of a believer is the light of good works, demonstrated deeds.

Matthew 7:21 (KJV)
21Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven.
It is not the sayers, it is the doers. Trust not in what people say, trust in what they do.

This goes on throughout the ministry of Jesus as an emphasis. It is particularly emphasized again in the gospel of John.

John 2:23-25 (KJV)
23Now when he was in Jerusalem at the passover, in the feast day, many believed in his name, when they saw the miracles which he did. 24But Jesus did not commit himself unto them, because he knew all men, 25And needed not that any should testify of man: for he knew what was in man.
Everybody needs a man to show what he believes or to say what he believes but Jesus, He knows what men believe. And He said they believed but their belief was less than sufficient. In fact, chapter 3 follows up the same idea.

John 3:1-3 (KJV)
1There was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: 2The same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him. 3Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.
Now what's the point? The point is he believed, he may have well have believed in the Messiahship of Jesus Christ. He believed in the miracles. He believed in the name. He believed Jesus was sent from God. But Jesus said to him and to all like him, believing is not enough unless you are transformed. There is such a thing then as a non-saving faith.

John 8:30-31 (KJV)
30As he spake these words, many believed on him. 31Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on him, If ye continue in my word <obedience>, then are ye my <real> disciples indeed;

In other words, they said they believed and Jesus said your belief is not sufficient unless it involves a new birth, a transformation that leads to a life of obedience. Valid saving faith has always been verified by fruit. And a false dead faith is indicated by the absence of righteous actions.

Now it's clear that many people possess that kind of faith. They believe in God. They believe in Jesus Christ. But not to the point of salvation. They may believe the facts about God, the facts about Christ, but they manifest no irrevocable commitment to Jesus Christ. They manifest no changed life that comes with true salvation marked by repentance and obedience. This is a common issue in the ministry of our Lord. Intellectual belief is not enough.

Hebrews 12:14 (KJV)
14Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord:
No man ever enters into the presence of the Lord without holiness. So we conclude that justification must have with it more than just a statement about your position, it must have with it a real sanctification so that saving faith is manifest in works.

Ephesians 2:10 (KJV)
10For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.
Now, beloved, let me tell you something that burdens my heart greatly. The church of Jesus Christ must deal with the soul damning impression that a simple knowledge of the gospel is equal to acceptance of saving faith. We must deal with the deception and the delusion that knowing the truth equals redemption. It's almost as if people think that what you don't deny, you must believe and that that would be sufficient. James will not permit any such deception to go unchallenged. People who believe the facts of the gospel but make no irrevocable commitment to shun sin and serve the Lord Jesus Christ must be confronted with the reality of their state. In fact, the whole of the epistle written by James is a series of tests by which you can evaluate whether your faith is a living faith or whether it is a dead faith.

Now, in this wonderful second chapter and verses 14 through 20, he brings up the test of works. And by works he means righteous action, righteous behavior, behavior which is obedient to God's Word and which manifests a godly nature.

Now James has already brought up this issue of works.

James 1:22-25 (KJV)
22But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. 23For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: 24For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. 25But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty <which means the Word of God>, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed.
In other words, God says you need to be a doer, a continuer in looking into the Word of God and putting it into practice in your life.

Now may I say that no one is saved by works?

Ephesians 2:8-9 (KJV)
8For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 9Not of works, lest any man should boast.
We are not saved by works. If we were saved by works we would ruin grace and grace would be no more grace. No one is saved by works - listen carefully - but no one is saved without producing works. That's the issue. Without producing works, the work of repentance and submission to Christ being the initial ones.

So, James is dealing with dead faith, non-saving faith. That is the issue.

Now the background of this text, let me just see if I can't help you to understand that to which James really writes, the epistle was written to Jews. Back in verse 1 of chapter 1, it says, “The twelve tribes scattered abroad.” He's writing to Jewish readers. They had identified themselves with the Christian faith. Some of them obviously were genuine and some of them were less than genuine, hence all of these tests are given in the epistle. But they had outwardly identified with the Christian faith.

Typically the Jews were earning their way in with their works. In fact, early pagans, we have writings to indicate early pagans accused the Jews of joining Christianity because it was a cheaper religion than Judaism. And the new message of Christianity, grace and freedom and liberty and faith and mercy and forgiveness, looked like total relief, just believe. What a way to go. It may well be that there were some like that in this association to which James writes. Obviously, whatever the cause and the background, there were some who felt themselves secure just being hearers of the world and were self-deceived. They were saying, “Oh yes, that's true, oh yes, that's true, “but never was it fleshed out in their life.

I daresay you know people like that, don't you? Do you know people if you approach them and said do you believe in God, they'd say yes? Do you believe Jesus Christ lived and died and rose from the dead? Yes. And you know as well as I do that they're not Christians. That's not uncommon. They possess a dead faith.

Nicodemus believed before he came to Christ and was told he needed to be born again. It is not enough to just believe unless that faith is the faith that saves and transforms.

Now what is the character of dead faith? This is what James wants to point out to us. Let's look at our text. What is the character of dead faith? He gives us three marks of dead faith, three descriptions of the nature of dead faith.

First of all, dead faith is identified by an empty confession. It is identified by an empty confession. 

James 2:14 (KJV)
14What doth it profit <or of what benefit is it>, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?
What good is such a claim? “Can faith save him?”
Can that kind of faith acquit a man on judgment day? Can faith not accompanied by a dramatic change in moral character and conduct be true saving faith? What's the answer? No. 

Salvation is a new birth. Salvation is a transformation. Salvation is a total change. It must demonstrate itself in the behavior consistent with that new nature. If I am a new person, there will be new factors in how I conduct myself.

Look at Romans 2. In Romans 2 we have the criteria by which God will judge.

Romans 2:6-11 (KJV)
6Who will render to every man according to his deeds: <The final judgment will be according to his deeds. You say, “I thought the final judgment would be on our faith.” The final judgment will be on our faith as indicated in our deeds. And he goes on to explain it> 7To them who by patient continuance in well doing seek for glory and honour and immortality, eternal life: <In other words, it isn't that you're saved by those works, it's that those works manifest that you have a new nature> 8But unto them that are contentious, and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, indignation and wrath, 9Tribulation and anguish, upon every soul of man that doeth evil, of the Jew first, and also of the Gentile; 10But glory, honour, and peace, to every man that worketh good, to the Jew first, and also to the Gentile: 11For there is no respect of persons with God.

The converse of that is, true believers will not be self-seeking, they will obey the truth, they will obey righteousness. Tribulation and anguish on every soul of man that does evil. Glory, honor and peace to every man that works good.

In other words, we're going to be judged on the basis of what we've done because what we've done and what we do is the indicator of who we are. Can that faith save him? No.

To show you how he agrees with James, turn to:

2 Timothy 2:19 (KJV)
19Nevertheless the foundation of God standeth sure, having this seal, The Lord knoweth them that are his. And, Let every one that nameth the name of Christ depart from iniquity.
There are a lot of people trying to knock the foundation apart, a lot of people trying to offer another foundation, but the foundation of God is immovable and it has this seal. In other words, here is what seals the truth. “The Lord knows those that are His.” And how does He know them? “Let every one who names the name of Christ, depart from iniquity.” The mark of true salvation is a departure from iniquity.

In Titus, if you would notice Paul again making reference to the same thing.

Titus 1:16 (KJV)
16They profess that they know God; but in works they <what> deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate.
So they profess to know God but the denial comes in their works. It doesn't matter what you claim, it only matters what you demonstrate.

So James is considering an empty profession, an empty confession with no evidence, sort of an intellectual external acceptance of the facts of the gospel as opposed to a whole-hearted irrevocable commitment to give oneself totally to Christ and to exchange one's life for His life, one's sovereignty for His sovereignty. That's basic.

Paul insists that no one can earn forgiveness, no one can earn a right relationship with God, that comes only from God's free sovereign grace. There are no human pre-salvation works. You don't have to repent in your own flesh. You don't have to set yourself up for salvation by agreeing to do this, or agreeing to do that in your flesh. But where true salvation takes place, where sovereign grace reaches down and totally transforms a person, there will be an abandonment of sin and abandonment of self to the sovereignty of Christ as a part of that saving work.

When the gospel came to Ephesus in Acts 19, read it, immediately the text says the people who were deep into magic and the occult took all of their magic books having heard the gospel and believed, and what did they do with them? They burned them all.

1 Thessalonians 1:9 (KJV)
9For they themselves show of us what manner of entering in we had unto you, and how ye turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God; 

It is an exchange of masters. So while salvation is all of God, it is also within the saving work that repentance and a turning from sin and an embracing of a new master takes place.

And I don't believe for a moment that a new-born believer understands the full implications of that. I don't think when I was saved I understood the full implications of my sin and turning from my sin, I don't think I understood the full implications of what it meant to submit to Jesus Christ, that's an ever increasing awareness even now in my life. No one is saved by works. But no one is saved without becoming a new creation and in the new creation comes the product, repentance, submission, obedience, love toward God and all the other works that the Spirit of God would produce.

So, back to James. In verse 14, he first describes dead faith as an empty confession that has no benefit at all.

James 2:14 (KJV)
14What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?
And this calls me to say to you again

2 Corinthians 13:5 (KJV)
5Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith; prove your own selves. Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you, except ye be reprobates?
And how do you examine yourself? Not by looking at a point in time in which you went forward, signed a card, or whatever. You examine yourself by looking at your life and seeing the product. What do you see? Because what you see reveals what you are. Empty confession is nothing but dead faith and dead faith is counterfeit.

Secondly, James says dead faith is not only marked by empty confession, that is by words without deeds, but secondly, it is marked by false compassion. Look at verse 15, very practical.

James 2:15-16 (KJV)
15If a brother or sister <Christian> be naked <Here is a Christian person who is naked. This is a kind of continual situation, a past condition brought into the present. Here is a person who is naked. It doesn't mean stark naked, without any clothing. It means poorly clothed, a person who is destitute of the necessities of life, doesn't have enough clothes. Probably indicating the person has not enough clothes to stay warm. So here is a person who is cold>, and destitute of daily food <deprived of daily food, starving to death>, 16And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled <Aren't you generous>; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?
Matthew 25:31-43 (KJV)
31When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory: 32And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: 33And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left. 34Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: <Why? Because you believed. It doesn't say that> 35For I was an hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: 36Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me. 37Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungered, and fed thee? or thirsty, and gave thee drink? 38When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and clothed thee? 39Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? 40And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me. <And here it is, the people who enter the Kingdom aren't the ones here who simply are said to believe, they are the ones whose faith is made manifest in true compassion> 41Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels: 42For I was an hungered, and ye gave me no meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: 43I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not.
On the other hand, the ones who are told in verse 41 to depart because they're cursed to entering everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels are the ones who failed to demonstrate compassion. And they go into everlasting punishment while the righteous go into life eternal. Again the point is judgment is on the basis of works. Not that our works earn salvation but that our works manifest whether our faith is truly saving faith.

How can you show faith without works? You can say, “Well, I believe, I believe.” And I say, ‘Show it to me.’ Well, you say that you cannot. It's absolutely impossible to demonstrate saving faith without a product. How people can say there is such a thing as a faith that is real that has no fruit is absolutely ridiculous because how can they know that? James says show it to me. And if there is no righteous deed, if there is no fruit of righteousness, there is no way to demonstrate the validity of faith.

Now it may be that there is a time in the life of a Christian when there is a fruitless period, when there's a barrenness. And at that time you will lose the assurance of your salvation because you can't see the reality of it in a time of disobedience. You see, assurance is a gift from God, security is a fact, assurance is something we enjoy because of obedience.

There are many people who give mental assent to the reality of God, mental assent to the reality of Christ, the facts of the gospel.

James 2:20 (KJV)
20But wilt thou know, O vain man <foolish man, literally means empty-headed, you empty-headed fool>, that faith without works is dead?
You are as destitute as a dead tree, as a dead corpse. You are no better than a dead seed, a dead root, a dead nerve, a dead engine or a dead anything. So James says you have dead faith and it profits absolutely nothing, dead faith, shallow conviction, false compassion, empty confession.

To conclude our study, look at Acts chapter 8 and an illustration of dead faith, Acts chapter 8. Philip came preaching and the people listened to him as he preached in Samaria with a fiery heart, a man of God, a holy man full of faith.

Acts 8:9-23 (KJV)
9But there was a certain man, called Simon, which beforetime in the same city used sorcery, and bewitched the people of Samaria, giving out that himself was some great one: 10To whom they all gave heed, from the least to the greatest, saying, This man is the great power of God. 11And to him they had regard, because that of long time he had bewitched them with sorceries. 12But when they believed Philip preaching the things concerning the kingdom of God, and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. 13Then Simon himself believed also: and when he was baptized, he continued with Philip, and wondered <Amazed>, beholding the miracles and signs which were done. <Four good things happened. Simon believed, he was baptized, he continued, and was amazed> 14Now when the apostles which were at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they sent unto them Peter and John: 15Who, when they were come down, prayed for them, that they might receive the Holy Ghost: 16(For as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.) 17Then laid they their hands on them, and they received the Holy Ghost. 18And when Simon saw that through laying on of the apostles’ hands the Holy Ghost was given, he offered them money, 19Saying, Give me also this power, that on whomsoever I lay hands, he may receive the Holy Ghost. <Man, I'll pay you for this, this is magic that will really bring it in. I'll pay you. And Peter said to him> 20But Peter said unto him, Thy money perish with thee <you are going to hell>, because thou hast thought that the gift of God may be purchased with money. 21Thou hast neither part nor lot in this matter: for thy heart is not right in the sight of God. <He believed, he was baptized, he continued, he was amazed and he was damned. You see it? You have no part in this. Your money perish with you. And then he calls for the attitude of true faith in verse 22, what's the first word> 22Repent therefore of this thy wickedness, and pray God, if perhaps the thought of thine heart may be forgiven thee. 23For I perceive <Literally  I see> that thou art in the gall <poisoned> of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity. <You are poisoned by bitterness and bound by sin>
It is possible to believe, it is possible to be baptized, it is possible to continue to listen, it is possible to be amazed by everything happening in Christianity and to be damned, that's dead faith. And what came out of the life of Simon was evidence of an unregenerate heart.

You can hear about faith, you can talk about faith but the truthfulness of faith is that it has to be seen. And so James says to us today, look at your works, what do they tell you about your faith?

Pray
Father, thank You for our time today, so important, so vital. Drive these things deep into our hearts. We do not desire to add anything to Your Word nor take anything away. Help us to realize that we are not talking about some kind of pre-salvation work, we are saying that where real salvation takes place in the deep mystery of sovereignty and the human will, there is a change of life that produces repentance and confession of sin and a heart for obedience and love to You. And help us to examine our own hearts to see if our faith is dead producing nothing or living.
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