Learning from James: Faith that works 

Session 3: James 2:1-26: Passing the tests of true faith
Review

In our first study we were reminded that, although living the Christian life can present us with challenges and hardships, it’s those very challenges and hardships that enable our faith to grow. How we respond to them helps us to assess the reality of our faith.  We also saw that, if we allow the wrong desires that are within us to rise to the bait, then the tests of our faith can become temptations that will eventually destroy us.  In our second study, we were reminded of the importance of a right understanding of what God is like; of the reality of our faith from the perspective of those around us; of the importance of not just listening to God’s word, but putting what it says into practice; and finally, how rightly ‘religious’ we are in the way that we live out our Christian life.
Three focuses for our consideration

In today’s study, we are invited to consider three challenges that will help us to evaluate the reality of our faith:
1. vv. 1-7: Are we guilty of showing favouritism? - a challenge to our values

2. vv. 8-13: Who is my neighbour? – a challenge to our attitudes

3. vv. 14-26: Where’s the evidence? – a challenge to our profession of faith

A. 1-7: Are we guilty of showing favouritism – a challenge to our values.  
The foolishness of favouritism
Biblical guidelines:
Do not show favouritism: Deuteronomy 1.17




Do nothing out of favouritism:  1 Timothy 5:21




You might be entertaining angels! Hebrews 13:2

Are our values Kingdom values, or do we live by the world’s values rather than by those of the Kingdom of Heaven (to which we belong and for which we are commissioned as ambassadors!).
‘Your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven ...’ is a good prayer but it can only come to pass as we offer ourselves to God as living sacrifices, ‘ready to do your will’.

Reflection: What are some of the ways in which we show favouritism? Or, to put it another way, who are the people we tend to avoid when they come into our church or community? Jewish teaching of Jesus’ day, ‘When you  reject the poor, the  glory of God departs from you.’
Question: What are we doing as a community of God’s people that reflects our faith outwards and demonstrates to those around the reality of the Kingdom of Heaven?  
B. 8-13: Who is my neighbour – a challenge to our attitudes

The foolishness of judgmentalism

Biblical guidelines:
The royal law –love your neighbour as you love yourself (v.8)


The royal law is without constraint: ‘love God, love your neighbour, love your enemy, love yourself’. (v.12)
Really the same issues as in vv.1-7 but from a different perspective:  Do our lives show others something of what God’s love is like?  It’s all about how we put the ‘royal law of love’ into practice towards our neighbour.  Note that the law of love is a freedom not a constraint!  And remember that the law we choose to live by is the law against which we ourselves will be judged.
‘If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbour as yourself,” you are doing right.’

Reflection: Why do we respond as we do to people who are different from us – different age, different dialect or language, different talents and abilities, different culture or religion? 

NB. V.10-11.  To break the law in one point (of the 39 commands of Moses) is to be a law-breaker.  So let a different sort of law, the law of freedom, be the guide of your life. 

vv.12-13: to show mercy in our actions towards, and judgements of, others is the primary requirement.  Not to show mercy is to put ourselves outside the compass of mercy with regard to our own judgement. As Jesus said, ‘If you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.’ Matt. 6:15.  Learn to live in mercy, learn to live in forgiveness! 
Which law do we choose to live under?  Then, says, James, speak and act like it!

Question: What are some of the ways in which we make ‘unmerciful judgements’? Are there aspects of my relationships where mercy and forgiveness need to play the ruling part?

C. 14-26: Where’s the evidence – a challenge to our profession of faith (and our comfort-zones).

The foolishness of professing faith that is not backed up by actions

N.B. 2:17 is the key statement  around which the whole of this letter of James is built : ‘Faith by itself, if not accompanied by action, is dead!’ 

Just as growth is the only evidence of life, so actions and attitudes are the only evidence of living faith.  Jesus himself said, ’By their fruits you shall know them’.  

Abraham, father of faith, did not understand why God was asking him to offer his son Isaac on the altar of sacrifice, but he trusted that God who is faithful to all his promises, would provide a way through – Hebrews 11:17-19 – he reasoned that God could raise the dead..’

Rahab, a foreigner, a keeper of a house of prostitution in Jericho, with all her disadvantages, could still act in faith (Joshua 2:8-21). She believed, not because she was well taught but because of the evidence of what she had heard, and acted accordingly. Saved by faith... and all her family, too. Abraham became the father of men and women of faith, Rahab became the great, great grandmother of David and the ancestor of Jesus!  And all by the practical outworking of faith.
Bible guidelines: 
there is such a thing as faith that doesn’t save (v.14)




there is such a thing as dead faith (vv. 17 & 26)




belief is not the same as faith – faith is acting in the light of what you believe.




(v.19)


You don’t have to be a ‘specially qualified person’ to live the life of faith – you just have to do the right things cf. Rahab v.25.

Reflection: The best way for others to see what true faith is like is for them to see it in action in our lives (we are their ‘window on heaven’) and it just so happens that the best way for us to grow in faith is by putting it into action.  Real faith is ‘lively’ –lived out in our words and actions. 
Question: Remember,  ‘They are watching you, seeing the things you do, hearing the things you say ...’  

What are they seeing?  What is the evidence for the liveliness of your faith and mine?  Is your/my faith sufficiently real to make others pause for thought?
(Is there sufficient evidence to find me guilty of the charge of being a follower of Jesus?)
Conclusion:  Do you and I pass the test of true faith?  

· Can we identify areas for development? (Who could we ask to help us?)

· Are we aware of our areas of strength?  (Who could we help to grow in this aspect of their own faith?)

· What are the things that we are good at and not so good at? What are the things that hinder or threaten us? What are the things that help us?
Reflection: Remember that ‘without faith it is impossible to please God’!  A body without the spirit (the breath of life) is dead – a corpse – so faith without deeds is dead!’ v.26
So determine from this day forward, with God’s help, that you will ‘speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the (royal) law that gives us the freedom (to live out our faith through our attitudes and actions). Then together we can truly pray, ‘Your kingdom come, your will be done (here and now) on earth as it is in heaven.’

Next time: Tested by our tongues!  And harvesting righteousness!
