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James 2:17–18  

So also, faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.  

But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.”  

Show me your faith apart from your works,  

and I will show you my faith by my works.  

For most of mankind’s history when a person was no longer breathing, and his 

heart was no longer beating he was considered deceased. 

Because of modern medical life-support procedures, that is no longer the case. 

The modern standard for determining death is the lack of brain function. 

Many of us have faced agonizing situations in which a loved one was being 

sustained artificially and had to decide to let the loved one go. 

For Christians, that decision is much easier, because we know that to depart and 

be with Christ is far better. 

Today we’re looking at that passage in James that talks about whether faith is 

alive or dead. 

He has reached the conclusion that if faith is alive, it will be in action.  

If faith is alive, that person will be actively involved in doing good for others. 

Martin Luther put it like this in his “Preface to Romans”. 

When it comes to faith, what a living, creative, active, powerful thing it is. 

It cannot do other than good at all times.  
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It never waits to ask whether there is some good work to do,  

rather, before the question is raised, it has done the deed, and keeps on doing 

it.  

A person not active in this way is a person without faith. 

When is faith dead? When it is not moving! 

You have a tongue in your head and two tongues in your shoes, and no matter 

what the tongue in your head is saying, the tongues in your shoes tell what you’re 

doing and where you are going.  

Life happens at the level of events, not of words. Trust movement. What we do 

tells more about the state of our faith than what we say.  

But these words are for self-diagnosis; they are to help us determine the status of 

our own faith.  If we instead use these words as a means of judging others, then 

we become the same as the Pharisees and faith can be reduced to self- 

righteousness and hypocrisy. 

With the help of the Holy Spirit, God’s Word can enable us to resuscitate our faith 

when it is no longer moving. 

 

In the classic movie, “The Princess Bride”, Westley is captured by the evil Prince 

Humperdinck and tortured, seemingly to death.  His friends Inigo and Fezzik 

retrieve what they think is his corpse and take him to Miracle Max. 

Max tells them that all dead cannot be fixed but that he is only “mostly dead”. 

There is a big difference between mostly dead and all dead. 
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Mostly dead is slightly alive. 

Mostly dead can be fixed!!! 

Later, when Westley comes to, he asks, 

Why can’t I move my arms?   

Fezzik replies, You’ve been mostly dead all day! 

It won’t do Westley any good at all in his quest to save Buttercup without 

movement.  Action is required! 

➢ A cartoon showed a woman lying on a couch, obviously sick, and miserably 

so. The sink was stacked with dirty dishes.  

➢ A huge basket of clothes to be washed sat nearby.  

➢ Two dirty children were fighting in one corner,  

➢ and in the other, a cat was licking milk from a puddle where a carton had 

split open.  

A smiling woman stood in the doorway, saying, “Well, Florence, if there is 

anything I can do to help, don’t hesitate to let me know.” 

James 2:15-16 

If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them,  

‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’  

and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 

 

When it comes to faith, what a living, creative, active, powerful thing it is. 
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It cannot do other than good at all times.  

It never waits to ask whether there is some good work to do,  

rather, before the question is raised, it has done the deed, and keeps on doing 

it.  

C.S. Lewis said in Mere Christianity, 

To have faith in Christ means, of course, trying to do all that he says. There would 

be no sense in saying you trusted a person if you would not take his advice. 

Thus, if you have really handed yourself over to him, it must follow that you are 

trying to obey him. But trying in a new way, a less worried way. Not doing these 

things in order to be saved, but because he has saved you already. Not hoping to 

get to heaven as a reward for your actions, but inevitably wanting to act in a 

certain way because a first faint gleam of heaven is already inside you. 

There’s an old fable about a man walking through a forest who saw a fox that had 

lost its legs. The man wondered how the fox lived. Then he saw a tiger come with 

game in its mouth. The tiger ate its fill and left the rest for the fox. The man saw 

the hand of God in this, and he decided that he would rest in a corner with full 

trust that the Lord would provide him with all he needed, just as he did for the 

fox. 

So, he did this for many days, but no one brought him anything. When he was 

almost at death’s door, he heard a voice say, “O you who are in a path of error, 

open your eyes to the truth! Follow the example of the tiger and stop imitating the 

disabled fox.” 
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There is no choice between faith and works. Faith produces works!  Paul makes it 

as clear as it could possibly be. 

Ephesians 2:8–10  

For by grace you have been saved through faith.  

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,  

not a result of works, so that no one may boast.  

For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. 

Being forgiven children of God is a gift of God’s grace that we receive by faith as a 

gift. We contribute nothing! 

Being forgiven children of God means that we love God and love people! 

Being forgiven children of God means we do the best we can to be like Christ! 

Being forgiven children of God means we are people of compassion! 

We don’t ask whether we should do good to our neighbor but are alsrady doing it 

before the question is asked because that’s the kind of people we are in Christ! 

And when we fall short, when the old man within us takes over, we humble 

ourselves before God asking and receiving his forgiveness and then go out in faith 

to try to do better! 

In order to be the kind of people that God wants us to be, we should learn a 

lesson from trees. Remember Psalm 1:1–3  
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Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the 

way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers;  

but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and 

night.  

He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season,  

and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. 

Consider trees… 

The trunk of a felled tree will attempt to grow again year after year after year. A 

tree can shed and replace whole portions of itself and is indeed compelled to do 

so repeatedly throughout the several centuries of its average life span. 

In the end, trees die because being alive has simply become too expensive for 

them. Whenever the sun is up, leaves are working to split water, add atmosphere 

and then glue the whole mess into sugar that can be transported down into the 

stem, where it meets dilute nutrients that were laboriously pulled up by the 

roots. A plant can bundle all these treasures into new wood and use it to 

strengthen the trunk or branches. 

But the tree also has many other demands: replacing old leaves, making medicine 

against infection, pumping out flowers and seeds — these use the same raw 

materials, there are never enough to spare, and there is only so far out or down 

the tree can go in order to search for them. Eventually it will require more 

nutrients to maintain the branches and roots that do not grow quite far out 

enough to capture those nutrients. Once it exceeds the limitations of its 

environment, it loses all. 
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And this is why you must trim a tree periodically in order to preserve it.  

In order to keep our faith alive and healthy we need to look to our own health. 

It is dangerous to demand more of yourself than you are capable of giving. Once 

you exceed those limitations, you are in danger of losing all.  

To keep your faith alive, you need: 

Regular nourishment… which we receive from Word and Sacraments. 

Work… seeing to our needs as well as the needs of others who are less fortunate. 

Pruning… seeing to it that we are not overcommitted and are able to do our best 

with what is most important. 

Find your delight in the Lord!  Be like Christ! Spread his love! 

 

 

 


