
1 
 

Crossroads: 3. A Faith That Works 
James 2:14-18 
September 5, 2021 
Pastor Tami Luckhardt 
 
We continue in our series, At the Crossroads, by looking at another theme from the New 
Testament book of James. This letter was written by the brother of Jesus, who did not even 
believe in who his brother was until he came face-to-face with the resurrected Jesus. Then he 
became a leader, teacher and preacher in the church. 
 
When we think about the early church, it’s easy to image everything must have been so alive 
and vibrant when the very first Christians came together – they gathered around, held hands, 
swayed back and forth and sang “Kum by yah”.  But James was writing to the early Christians 
who found themselves at a crossroad between the way of faith and the way of the present 
culture.  James is responding to what had become a popular misunderstanding by those who 
came to faith through the teaching of Paul. Paul understood that in Jesus’ suffering and death 
on the cross, God is providing a new way of salvation. The Jews were taught to be obedient to 
the laws, and when they failed, they offered up an animal sacrifice as an atonement for their 
sins. Then they went back to trying to fulfill the Law. Paul had lived that way his entire life, but 
as hard as he tried, he could never obey all the Law.  It was when he experienced Jesus that he 
discovered grace. The death of Jesus was the atoning sacrifice for all the sins of the world and 
grace is available to everyone. And all you have to do it believe. You don’t work to get this. You 
can’t obey or earn your way to grace. It is a gift. Here’s what Paul says in Ephesians:  For it is 
by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of 
God— not by works, so that no one can boast.  
 
The problem was that some took this message of Paul and then said, “all I have to do is believe 
and show up to worship with the Christian family. That’s all there is to being Christian.” And they 
lived however they wanted, but as long as they had faith they were saved. This reminds me of 
one of my college roommates. She loved to party on the weekends, and after each party, she 
went home with a different guy. But she never missed Campus Crusade on Wednesday nights. 
She would say, “I’ve got to clean the slate because another weekend is coming.” Showing up for 
worship was all that mattered to her. This was not unlike the early Christians, some had faith 
here (head) but not here (heart) or here (hands), and they attributed that teaching to Paul.  But I 
hope you hear how that was not reallywhat Paul was teaching. 
 
Now James was saying, if you believe this – there’s a hole in your gospel.  And that brings us to 
this week’s memory verse.  Will you say it with me? “Faith is dead when it doesn’t result in 
faithful activity… instead, I’ll show you my faith by putting it into practice in faithful action.” It is 
one thing to say you have faith and quite another to put that faith to work. In other words, faith 
without works is dead. When you trust in God and accept the salvation that is offered to you 
through Jesus Christ, your faith will manifest itself in daily living. But James saw that Christians 
were not doing this.  
 
I like this quote from Chuck Colson: “You must get involved to have impact. No one is 
impressed with the win/loss record of the referee.”  In the Billion family, we have a history of 
heart problems, in fact, my grandfather and father both died because of heart complications. So, 
in 2006, I made a change in lifestyle and a commitment to rigorous daily exercise.  And up until 
a few months ago, I did pretty good at keeping that promise.  But since May, my daily exercise 
has taken on more of a weekly exercise pattern.  I know in my head that exercise good for my 
physical and mental well-being, but I have gotten out of the routine, and I am finding it difficult to 
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get back in it.  So, if I know that exercise is good for me but I’m not doing it, what kind of 
difference is that making in my life? It’s not that I don’t think it is important, but I may be robbing 
myself of life by not keeping that promise. We all struggle with living our faith. I don’t want you to 
rob yourself of the blessing and power of faith by not putting your faith to work. 
 
So what’s it mean to put our faith to work? James says it is practical service to the most 
vulnerable among us. When Jesus gave his first sermon, he quoted this scripture: “The Spirit of 
the Lord is on me because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor.” If it’s not 
good news to the poor, it’s not the gospel.  James asks: Imagine a brother or sister who is 
naked and never has enough food to eat. What if one of you said, “Go in peace! Stay warm! 
Have a nice meal!”? What good is it if you don’t actually give them what their body needs?  
 
There’s an experience from my first trip to the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota that I will 
never forget. One of the things that we do on these trips is make and deliver bunk beds to 
families, some of whom have never had a bed.  While delivering beds one day, this little guy 
was hanging around and I tried to start a conversation with him.  He was very interested in what 
was going on, but he wouldn’t get close or speak to me.  So, I pulled an apple out of my 
backpack.  The reservation is a food desert and fresh fruit, if you can even find it, isn’t fresh and 
is very expensive.  His eyes focused on the apple, but he still wouldn’t come near.  I set it down 
and walked away.  As soon as I was a safe distance away, he ran up and grabbed the apple. As 
our Messiah team packed to leave and return home, just an 8-hour drive east of Pine Ridge, we 
left behind everything we could – shoes, clothing, food – because the people on the reservation 
have great needs and this was something we could do to help. 
 
I met Stew and Debby Shepherd when we moved in across the street from them in 2003. While 
growing up, Debby’s mom, Lucy, had a Christmas tradition of giving everyone in their family the 
gift of socks and underwear, a very practical and useful gift but nothing to get too excited about, 
especially if you were a kid.  When Grandma Lucy passed in 2001, The Shepard Family 
decided to continue this tradition in memory of Grandma Lucy and give each other socks and 
underwear as Christmas gifts.  They did that for a couple of years.  Then the next Christmas, 
they decided that they’d still collect all the socks and underwear, but that instead of keeping 
them, they’d donate them.  The next year, they invited their friends and church family to get 
involved.  They put a basket on their front porch and people would swing by and leave a 
donation the basket.  I always knew it was that time of year when you could hear cars would pull 
up in front of the Shepherd’s house, idle for a minute and then drive away.  Fast forward to 
today and their 501-3c non-profit organization is called The Drawer.  In the past 12 months, The 
Drawer has given away over 39,000 items.  That is a faith that works. 
 
As Stew and Debby demonstrated, faith does not mean sitting idle with our hands piously 
folded. In fact, the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, taught that we serve God with our head, 
our heart, and our hands, and that true faith produces good actions. That’s why this past week, 
we shifted the recipient of our September Second Mile Giving to UMCOR to help with Hurricane 
Ida relief that is so desperately needed right now.  That’s you putting your faith in action, 
Messiah Church.  
 
Two weeks ago, we learned from James that trials are a testing of our faith. God does not send 
the trials. Life comes with trials, but each trial is a test and God sees how we do because each 
trial is intended to make us stronger – to build perseverance. Then last week, we learned from 
James that life is a test when we face inner trials of temptation. And today, James tells us there 
is a test whenever we come face to face with human need. So what will you do?  How will you 
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respond? You show you belong to Jesus when you care for others, especially the ones who 
need help.  James says – that’s the test of faith and that’s a faith that works.   
 
Let’s pray: Loving God, every act of giving and every perfect gift is born of you and of your 
perfect and unchanging love.  Open my hearts and my hands. Show me the direction you want 
me to take. Use me to bring your message of love to all, especially the least, the last and the left 
out. For Christ’s sake. Amen. 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of September 5, 2021 
 
Weekly Prayer: Holy God, every act of giving and every perfect gift is born of you and of your 
perfect and unchanging love. Open my heart and my hands. Show me the direction you want 
me to take. Use me to bring your message of love to all -- even the least, the last and the left 
out. For Christ’s sake. Amen. 
 
Monday, September 6 
 
Scriptures: Isaiah 58:5-10; James 2:14-17 
Is this the kind of fast I choose, a day of self-affliction, of bending one’s head like a reed and of 
lying down in mourning clothing and ashes? Is this what you call a fast, a day acceptable to 
the LORD? Isn’t this the fast I choose: releasing wicked restraints, untying the ropes of a yoke, 
setting free the mistreated, and breaking every yoke? Isn’t it sharing your bread with the hungry 
and bringing the homeless poor into your house, covering the naked when you see them, and 
not hiding from your own family? Then your light will break out like the dawn, and you will be 
healed quickly. Your own righteousness will walk before you, and the LORD’s glory will be your 
rear guard. Then you will call, and the LORD will answer; you will cry for help, and God will say, 
“I’m here.” If you remove the yoke from among you, the finger-pointing, the wicked speech; if 
you open your heart to the hungry, and provide abundantly for those who are afflicted, your light 
will shine in the darkness, and your gloom will be like the noon. 
 
My brothers and sisters, what good is it if people say they have faith but do nothing to show it? 
Claiming to have faith can’t save anyone, can it? Imagine a brother or sister who is naked and 
never has enough food to eat. What if one of you said, “Go in peace! Stay warm! Have a nice 
meal!”? What good is it if you don’t actually give them what their body needs? In the same way, 
faith is dead when it doesn’t result in faithful activity. 
 
Observation: Isaiah 58 spoke to Israelites whose many “religious” actions, including fasting, 
grew from self-serving motives. Why, they asked, didn’t God honor their showy, external feasts 
and fasts? The prophet said they needed to “fast” from hurting other people. James, too, offered 
a vital lesson in what a faith-filled life looks like in practice. Pious words alone, he said, do not 
feed the hungry. We uplift others because our faith in God’s grace leads us to actively live out 
Jesus’ loving spirit.  
 
Application: “Faith” does not mean sitting idle with our hands piously folded. Like the apostles, 
Methodism’s founder John Wesley taught that we serve God with our head, our heart, and our 
hands, and that true faith produces good actions. Working on Jesus’ behalf looks different than 
it did before Covid-19 changed our world. What creative ways have you found in the last 18 
months to work for God and God’s people in ways that show your faith?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, help me to fully accept your love and grace, so that it empowers and 
energizes me to keep uplifting all the people that I can in your loving spirit. Amen. 
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Tuesday, September 7 
 
Scripture: James 1:26-27 
If those who claim devotion to God don’t control what they say, they mislead themselves. Their 
devotion is worthless. True devotion, the kind that is pure and faultless before God the Father, is 
this: to care for orphans and widows in their difficulties and to keep the world from 
contaminating us. 
 
Observation: One of the reasons why people aren’t involved with church or quit church is that 
the church seems irrelevant and/or doesn’t make a positive difference in the world today. They 
have never experienced how the Christian faith has an impact for good. For many, religion has 
been reduced to ideas and words, rules, and meetings, but this is not the kind of religion that 
James claims is pure and right. For James, the finest expression of religion and worship of God 
is to serve the poor and to be a person of integrity. 
 
Application: If the finest expression of worshipping God is serving the poor, how is your 
worship these days? 
 
Prayer: Loving God, I want my life to be the finest expression of my love for you by serving 
others. Help me to be aware of the needs of others and then have the conviction to act. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, September 8 
 
Scripture: Micah 6:8; John 15:12-13; Matthew 28:18-20 
He has told you, human one, what is good and what the LORD requires from you: to do justice, 
embrace faithful love, and walk humbly with your God. 
 
This is my commandment: love each other just as I have loved you. No one has greater love 
than to give up one’s life for one’s friends. 
 
Jesus came near and spoke to them, “I’ve received all authority in heaven and on earth. 
Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything that I’ve commanded you. 
Look, I myself will be with you every day until the end of this present age.” 
 
Observation: Right religion is about getting the kingdom of God into the world, not just about 
getting people into heaven. And the Bible mandates three ways the church is to accomplish this 
task: the great requirement – doing justice to the poor and oppressed, the great commandment 
- loving with your whole life, and the great commission – taking Jesus' liberating power to the 
whole world. 
 
Application: Of these three biblical mandates: the great requirement, the great commandment 
and the great commission, which are you doing well and which do you need to improve? 
 
Prayer: Jesus, you have shown me what is good and what you require, not merely to do that 
which I call “worship” but to live my life in service to you. Help me to worship you with all that I 
am, in each and every moment of every day. Amen. 
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Thursday, September 9 
 
Scripture: Acts 13:36 
David served God’s purpose in his own generation, then he died and was buried with his 
ancestors. He experienced death’s decay. 
 
Observation: Religion that honors God is a religion that has feet, and you are called to serve 
God’s purposes in your generation. Just as David was considered great because he served 
God’s purposes, if you want to make a positive difference in this world you must seek out God’s 
purpose and plan for your life. But to do so you must get out of your comfort zone and be 
involved with your feet and hands. 
 
Application: How have you gotten out of your comfort zone lately in serving others? 
 
Prayer: Lord, give me eyes to see where I can offer help and hope. Give me a heart that loves 
so that I can use my feet to step out of my comfort zone and serve you by serving others. Amen. 
 
Friday, September 10 
 
Scripture: Ecclesiastes 5:5; Luke 14:28; Matthew 5:37 
Better not to make a promise than to make a promise without fulfilling it. 
 
“If one of you wanted to build a tower, wouldn’t you first sit down and calculate the cost, to 
determine whether you have enough money to complete it? 

 
Let your yes mean yes, and your no mean no. Anything more than this comes from the evil one. 
 
Observation: Since promises are easy to make but much more difficult to keep, you must make 
sure that your words align with your actions. A recurring theme in James is that God-talk is 
meaningless apart from God-walk and you must be careful not to over promise or over commit. 
Jesus was clear that every decision you make must be thought through and every commitment 
you make should be a God opportunity not just any good opportunity. 
 
Application: Are you a person who totally thinks through a commitment or decision before you 
commit or do you commit before thinking it through? How do you personally distinguish a good 
opportunity from a God opportunity?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, your gracious acceptance has given me life. Give me the courage to speak 
truth in love and the be true to my word. Let me regularly uplift those around me. Amen.  
 
Saturday, September 11 
 
Scripture: Psalm 68:5-6; Proverbs 23:10-11; Ephesians 5:30 
Father of orphans and defender of widows is God in his holy habitation. God settles the lonely in 
their homes; he sets prisoners free with happiness, but the rebellious dwell in a parched land. 
 
Don’t remove an ancient boundary marker; don’t invade the fields of orphans, for their redeemer 
is strong. He will bring charges against you. 
 
Because we are parts of his body. 
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Observation: The Psalmist proclaims God to be the defender of the fatherless. How does God 
do this? God wants everyone to experience a family. How does God do this? Over and over 
again, Paul reminds the Christians as he does in Ephesians – that we are his body. We are the 
hands and feet of Christ. God’s plan is to use you and me to fulfill God’s purposes. If not you 
and me, then who? James wants Christians to know that God is impressed by performance—
not empty promises. The truest expression of worship we can offer to God is sacrificial service 
to the most vulnerable. 
 
Application: A body is not one member, but many members working together for a common 
purpose. You do not need to launch out all alone. If you are being called to respond, seek out 
ways others at Messiah are already serving by connecting with our Director of Community 
Engagement, Heather Felt at hflet@messiahchurch.org. 
 
Prayer: Lord, when I am called to serve, give me a vision that it is you I serve. Then let me 
serve with humility and joy. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


