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… faith without works is also dead 

 

Deuteronomy 6:1–9 

Psalm 119:1–8 

James 2:14 – 26; 5:1-6  

Mark 12:28–34 

 

Text: James 2:26 

For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead. 

 

Introduction 

Michael J. Sandel teaches political philosophy at Harvard University (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts).  In his 2020 book The Tyranny of Merit he offers a wide-range discussion of 

how the language of merit has dominated American public discourse in the most recent decades.   

A discourse that has spilled into our Canadian context.  The idea, for example, that “those who 

work hard and play by the rules should be able to rise as far as their talents will take them,”  is an 

example of this merit discourse.  Sandel asks why talent should be a determining factor?  The 

consequence of meritocratic ideology is that those who have risen to the top believe they deserve 

to be there and those at the bottom are there because they have inferior talent.  Everybody got 

what they deserved.  Justice was served. 

 

I wonder if this latching on to the idea of merit is but the latest outworking of the 16th century 

Enlightenment project.  The Enlightenment was the product of deists (mostly) who had kicked 

God upstairs, rendered him uninterested in what happens below, and crowned human rational 

ability as the key to human flourishing.  It’s all up to us.  Like the people in the biblical story of 

the tower of Babel (Genesis 11) who said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with 

its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves,”  humanity has crowned itself as 

god convinced that life it is all about us and up to us.  A September 7, 2021 news story reported 

the activity of billionaires investing in research labs that hope to extend human lifespans; Unity 

Biotechnology, for example, which aims to “extend human healthspan, the period in one’s life 

unburdened by the disease of aging.” 

 

And we adore merit.  Look at what society is willing to pay talented athletes who rise to the top 

of their particular sports.  Consider what society compensates those few talented actors whose 

skill at being someone else is so good you think the person they played is who they are.  Merit.  

At the same time, the solution isn’t to denigrate skill.  You want to be sure that the surgeon who 

is about to open you up for this or that corrective procedure has sufficient skill.   

 

1. I think that Sandel is correct in that we swim in a culture steeped in the ideology of merit.  In 

such a culture it is hard to hear the gospel claim that you don’t want anything to do with what our 

human sinfulness, our defiant rebellion against God, actually merits.  One only has to visit the 

cross of Christ on Good Friday to catch a glimpse.  “For the wages of sin is death,” proclaimed 

the Apostle Paul.  (Romans 6:23) The watch cry of the Protestant Reformers that salvation is by 

faith alone sounds curious to the merit-minded.  Confidence in what my talent merits is much 

more self-affirming than the idea that I actually need an intervention by God (biblical faith is a 

restored relationship with God).  “For by grace you have been saved through faith,” writes Paul, 
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“and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one 

may boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9)   

 

In his book on Martin Luther, Victor Shepherd writes, “Though never anti-rational, the reformers 

were anti-rationalistic. To be rational is simply to possess and exercise the faculty of reason, but 

rationalism is the belief that by reason we gain access to ultimate reality.  The reformers would 

say that it is not reason, but spirit—that is, the Holy Spirit suffusing the human spirit—that 

grants us access to ultimate reality.  What we mean by spirit is our capacity for relationship with 

God. … The gospel of the cross does not contradict rationality, because the gospel can be 

understood; but it contradicts rationalism, because it can only be understood by faith as our 

reason is restored to its integrity through the action of the Holy Spirit.”1 

 

“Faith alone” was one of the watchwords of the Protestant Reformers as was “Christ alone.”  Our 

Lord merits salvation for us; someone else has done all the measuring up on our behalf.  The 

hymn writer summarized the gospel well; “Nothing in my hand I bring, only to the cross I cling,” 

echoing the Apostle John’s succinct articulation, “For God so loved the world that he gave his 

only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

 

And then we read the Apostle James.  “For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith 

without works is also dead.” In making this point, James asks readers to consider the example of 

two older testament characters, Abraham and Rahab, stating, “You see that a person is justified 

by works and not by faith alone.”  Is James introducing a measure of merit?  ‘Jesus saves mostly 

but your works help’ sort of idea? Is he contradicting the Apostle Paul? 

 

James is probing the nature of faith.  He sees a trend in the church where faith has been reduced 

to holding a set of beliefs.  A tendency in the face of opposition—even persecution—to retreat 

into a kind of interiority where faith became personal and private and had no impact on how a 

person lived.  It was to reduce faith to mere ideation.  The rationalism of our current era has had 

similar effect where Christian faith is thought of as simply to hold a certain set of beliefs or ideas 

about God.  The dominate ideology of our culture is mostly okay for you to hold these ideas if 

you wish—as long as it has no impact for how to live life. 

 

James understands faith as relationship with God in Jesus Christ who does a work in our lives 

such that we seek to obey him in our living.  The Apostle Paul is on the same page with James in 

this matter noting that for the person in Christ “there is a new creation, the old has gone the new 

has come.”  Paul said that he was “servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an Apostle for the gospel 

of God … to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles.” (Romans 1:1-5) 

 

The Reformers taught that, according to the gospel, in the wake of the Fall—our turning away 

from God—our reason is warped by our will.  The reformers used the phrase in se curvatus—

bent in on itself—to describe our will.  We are afflicted with a spiritual narcissism in which we 

make ourselves the measure of everything. We profess to be able to will ourselves at least part of 

the way to God, not realizing that our attempt to do so amounts to disdain for his having already 

come all the way to us in Jesus Christ.   

 

 
1 Victor Shepherd, Interpreting Martin Luther, Regent Publishing, 2008. P. 99. 
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Our fallen reason can never inform us of the gospel or the truth of the cross. Notice that when 

people who are unaware of the gospel speculate about God, they never speculate about the 

humility of the manger and the humiliation of the cross. They characterize God chiefly in terms 

of limitless, on modified power.  Yet it is at Calvary that God reconciles a recalcitrant world to 

himself, loving us out of the infinite resource of love that he is. He thus carries out his mightiest 

and most characteristic act when from a human perspective he appears most helpless. Such a 

God never occurs to human reason let alone fallen reason. 

 

“Grace alone,” said the Reformers.  It is by an act of God’s grace that we come to know him in 

Jesus Christ.  “As Jesus Christ surges over people in the power of the Spirit, this one action of 

God forges within them the capacity to understand God’s incursion, the categories by which to 

understand it, and the vocabulary with which to speak of it.” To be sure, your reason is engaged 

in this encounter but it isn’t something your rational ability can enact.   

 

James is certain you cannot reduce faith to ideas in your head.  “For just as the body without the 

spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.” For James, then, there is no such thing as a 

true and living faith which does not produce works.  Works are not an added extra anymore than 

breathing is an added extra to a living body.   

 

James goes on to talk about works of charity which our Lord also indicated was how his people 

ought to live.  Recall our Lord’s  judgement parable about the sheep who were recognized as his 

people because they “clothed him when they saw him naked,” meaning when they clothed the 

least of those who were members of his family.  James, I think, uses hyperbole to make his point.  

One would have to be heartless to see a brother or sister naked and piously wish them the 

blessing of warmth. When James talks about “seeing someone naked,” nakedness refers to not 

having that outer garment that a person also used to keep themselves warm at night.  On a 

January day if we see someone shivering in the cold without a winter coat it is useless to say—

"may the warmth be with you.”  That is pious nonsense.  You help them get a coat.  “The only 

thing that counts,” said the Apostle Paul, “is faith working (made effective) through love.” 

(Galatians 5:6) 

 

We have noted on other occasions that the most common metaphor for faith in the scriptures is 

marriage.  You can fill your mind with all manner of facts about marriage; you can articulate 

with fine accuracy marriage vows from a wedding service; but this will not render you married.   

Marriage is a lived relationship.  It is to live the love of God in relationship to your spouse in 

accord with marriage vows.  Yes, it is good to know the content of your vows and that 

knowledge is included in living the relationship but it is never reduced to it.  And that 

relationship is lived in a thousand little things day by day.  Remember some of the things Paul 

said about love—the love of God we are to live—it is patient, kind, not arrogant or rude, not 

irritable or resentful.   

 

Faith is akin to marriage in that it is, at its heart, a relationship—relationship with God.  The 

relationship isn’t because we have all the correct ideas about it.  The relationship is lived.  It 

begins by turning around from our fleeing from God and turning towards Jesus whose arms are 

wide open to us.  It is lived in the actuality of our lives by prayer, worship, reading and studying 
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his word.  In these things Jesus promises to meet us faithfully.  The love we experience in Him 

we are to live in the world in a thousand little things day by day. 

 

2. In the letter the Apostle James writes probing different aspects of what faith looks like as it is 

lived he offers many warnings about the dangers of wealth.  Jesus had much to say on this 

subject as well.  “Come now, you rich people,” says James “weep and wail for the miseries that 

are coming to you. … Listen! The wages of the labourers who mowed your fields, which you 

kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of 

hosts.” 

 

I think of the way that multinational corporations have manufactured products in one part of the 

world where labour is cheap to sell in other places at significant profits and the disparity in 

wealth between the labourers and company owners and shareholders.  James tells us that indeed 

God takes note of such things.  I think about my participation in it with investments in these 

companies expecting a financial return.  No financial system is perfect but surely we are to 

consider carefully what we do. 

 

In a recent article titled The Materiality Of Digital Culture the author noted that in the Chinese 

city of Baotou, the economic hub of Inner Mongolia, the city’s mining industry was responsible 

for 45 percent of the global economy’s supply of rare-earth metals, a variety of metals that have 

become essential components of our twenty-first-century technologies.  Rare-earth metals are 

found in everything from your smartphone to your flatscreen television.  They are also used in 

green technologies such as wind turbines and electric vehicles.  In short, they are an 

indispensable element of modern material culture.  They are also, despite their colloquial 

designation as “rare-earth” metals, not especially rare.  They are, however, difficult to extract. 

The process yields toxic and poisonous waste products.  Is it okay to make a toxic mess in this 

part of the world remote from us so we can send text messages to each other? … the cries of the 

harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts.” 

 

James’ warnings sound quaint to us today. “You have lived on the earth in luxury and in 

pleasure; you have fattened your hearts on a day of slaughter.” I invite you to consider that such 

warnings are as relevant today as in the first century. 

 

Our material well being, Biblically speaking, is an appropriate concern.  The Jewish people in 

exile were told to seek the welfare of the city they were in because it was important to their 

welfare.  As the Scriptures tell us, a fitting concern for our material well-being can easily become 

a disordered pursuit of wealth for its own sake. The undertow of greed can be powerful indeed.  

Jesus and Apostles alike encourage a properly ordered view of material wealth as subordinate to 

spiritual well-being.  The most reliable way to break the tight grip of wealth is to give money 

away. 

 

We read today of Jesus’ answer to the question, which commandment was first of all?  We do 

well to heed him.  “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your 

strength.” 

https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/the-materiality-of-digital-culture/

