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Grace Presbyterian Church               October 31, 2021 

Psalm 46, John 8: 31-36, James 2: 14-26       Reformation Sunday 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

“Words and Works” 

 

Today’s the one day of the year we got used to seeing people with masks 

on…Of course now every day of the year we wear masks. We wear masks 

now to control to spread of disease. We used to wear masks on this 

Halloween day for what reason? For fun. For dress up. The one day of the 

year you can go door to door and be greeted by neighbours that you usually 

don’t know and ask them for dessert, at least if you are young… 

 

Why do we wear masks on October 31? This day as the eve of All Saints, 

was like Mardi Gras, the last chance to do something bad before the good 

holiday. Mardi Gras is the party before the fasting of Ash Wednesday and 

season of self denial. Most don’t know why Oct. 31 is as it is, and this day 

has also been celebrated by occult groups. But I don’t want to talk more 

about that now, but rather to talk about dressing up. Why do we do it? To 

disguise our identity. To see if someone else recognizes us. It’s a kind of 

hiding, with a hide and go seek and candy. Perhaps you have noticed how 

much you depend on certain facial expressions to tell whether another 

person is doing well or not. Wearing masks makes it impossible to tell many 

things about another person, things that we used to take for granted. Perhaps 

next year mask wearing will end. Meanwhile we wear masks. 

 

But when we’re honest, we recognize we wear masks of many kinds 

throughout our lives. I get to wear the pastor mask. I get to wear the 

authority mask. But I’m really just Jonathan. Perhaps you get to wear a 

“boss” or “officer” mask at work, or an “owner” mask at your business, or 

someone in government or health care with an identification badge that 

proves your position and your title. You are so much more than your badge, 

but sometimes a badge gives you the feeling you are more in a wrong sense, 

in a warped way. I’ve been a “special speaker” many times, besides these 

Sunday times and I can really think I am something. But I’m just me. If you 

are enamored with your role or your occupation or your accomplishments or 

your power, look out! Psychologists have used the Latin word “persona” as a 

way to talk about the mask you wear, in your work, or in your home, the role 

you play in your home and they say it is good to be aware of that mask, that 

persona. Bring all your masks before the Lord. Most of us have a pretty 
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good sized collection, some of us have a walk-in closet. Ask God to give 

you perspective on the masks you wear. Ask Him to show you how others 

respond to these masks, rather than to you, with all your faults, pimples, 

scars, strengths and gifts. 

 

James wants to make sure that we don’t wear our Christianity as just another 

mask. He wants to make sure that our faith and trust in Jesus Christ is more 

than just words, more than academic theology or philosophy. So James talks 

about words and works. In fact, he repeats himself at least six times about 

the fact that words and works must go together throughout these twelve 

verses of chapter 2: 14-26. 

 

Now let’s set the stage in the New Testament where Paul tells us clearly that 

we cannot be good enough to earn a relationship with God, we cannot be 

righteous enough to demand salvation as a right. It doesn’t work that way. 

Paul talks about Abraham as well as James and says it was Abraham’s faith 

that “was credited to him as righteousness” and not just him alone but also 

for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. Jesus 

was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our 

justification. (Romans 4: 18-25) And you know Romans 5:1: “Therefore, 

since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through 

our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into 

this grace in which we stand. 

 

We cannot acquire salvation by ourselves, by being good enough, or by 

being smart enough, or by any means, a relationship with God is a gift. We 

only get a relationship with God when we realize we have sinned and are 

indeed rebels against God and do not know Him. Then we hear the Good 

News that Jesus has given himself to us to pay the penalty of our sins (that’s 

the mercy of us not getting what we deserve) and the gift of a righteous 

relationship with God (that’s the grace of us getting something we don’t 

deserve). We choose Jesus and his righteousness becomes ours. Ephesians 

2:8-10: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not 

from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can 

boast.” 

 

And we pretty much know that James likely knew of Paul’s writings, not all 

of them necessarily, but it is likely that he knew and agreed with the fact that 

salvation is a gift, we come to God as sinners and we receive our 

relationship from God by his mercy and grace, not our own efforts. So then 
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why does James say we are justified by works, (2:24) by what we do and not 

faith alone? 

 

Just as an aside, Martin Luther who famously pinned his 90 theses on the 

Wittenberg door five hundred years ago felt that James was “an epistle of 

straw” due specifically to these verses that we have read. Luther was writing 

in age where the Roman Catholic Church was encouraging people to give 

offerings that would get them “indulgences,” which would then promise 

them masses to be said in their memory, years off of purgatory and a 

guaranteed place in heaven. So Martin Luther spoke vehemently against 

buying salvation in such a manner, and rightly so. There is no way to get a 

relationship with God except through Jesus giving it to you and you 

receiving it.  

 

So why was James emphasizing works? Because words on their own can be 

just another mask. They can be a way of hiding from God. Have you ever 

asked someone: “Do you believe in God?” And they say, “Sure I do.” And 

you ask them who Jesus is, and they say, “Jesus is the Son of God.” But then 

you ask them if they know Him personally and we get into another realm. 

“What does that mean?”  

 

I’ve known Christians who love the Lord, love the Word of God, and say 

they love the body of Christ, but I then ask if they attend a local 

congregation and they don’t. Now I’m not talking about the pandemic 

season, but throughout the decades of my ministry. How can you say you 

love the church but not worship anywhere, not go online, not be a part of any 

Christian assembly? James is talking to those of us who call ourselves 

Christians and have some kind of spoken theology, but do not practice our 

faith. 

 

James warns us, you can’t have an academic or intellectual faith only. That’s 

not faith. Your life has to show your faith. The old discipleship question is 

very much James’ question: “If you were arrested for being a Christian, 

(which doesn’t sound too farfetched these days), if you were arrested for 

being a Christian, would you be convicted in a court of law?  

 

Or better than that, say someone who is a brother or sister comes to church 

with no winter coat in the winter and looking gaunt from lack of food, and 

perhaps not well…what would you say/do? “It’s really good to see, hope 

you have a good day…” and walk away. James says your faith has to be 
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more than your conversational skills. Go out and buy them a coat, or if you 

have several at home as many of us do, give one of those to the person. Take 

them for a meal. Now this is a brother or sister, and of course you can do this 

with a stranger, but this likely would be someone you had met before… (v. 

15) 

 

Theology is good. It is the way we express what we believe about God. But 

James says the words aren’t good enough. James is so bold to say that even 

demons have theology and theological words. They know Jesus is Lord and 

they shutter in light of the day they will be judged and held accountable for 

their lives. Recognize that you too will be held accountable for your words 

and your works, your deeds, your actions. 

 

There is a joke that is told in many Christian circles about pastors who want 

to get further education. Most pastors first get an undergraduate degree at a 

university and then go onto seminary. There they receive a Master of 

Divinity, which is quite a pretentious title, but that is the usual master’s level 

degree that pastors hold. If they want to pursue further education they likely 

enroll in a doctoral degree called Doctor of Ministry. The abbreviation for 

this degree is D. Min. So now many of us tease our colleagues and say “even 

the D. Mins. believe, and shudder.” (v. 19) 

 

James wants to make sure we don’t settle for just words about our faith. 

Confessing Jesus, confessing your faith with words is the way into salvation 

and into the church. But don’t stop there. Show deeds and works and actions 

in line with your confession. And don’t mix up the order: Faith comes first, 

because we cannot work our way to relationship with Jesus or heaven. But 

words alone are a dangerous substitute for words and deeds together. Is this 

challenging? Yes, deeply so. 

 

James talks about two Old Testament people who trusted God fully with 

their lives. Did they trust Him only with their works? Of course not. They 

trusted Him with their words and their deeds. But their deeds spoke loudly, 

just as our lives can speak more loudly than our words. Abraham was 

willing to sacrifice his only son, the son of the promise for which he had 

waited decades. Some have said God was looking for someone like Himself 

who was willing to sacrifice his only son. Many of us are outraged by this 

who wonder how God could have asked such a thing, particularly since God 

found Molech worship, that is, burning your children to death as a sacrifice 

as an abomination. But Scripture tells us that Abraham believed God could 
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have raised Isaac from the dead, even if he did the deed. (Hebrews 11:17-19) 

But instead a ram was found in the thicket. What’s the point? Abraham 

trusted God with his most precious person/relationship. We need to do the 

same. Worry is not faith. Commit your relationships to the Lord, every one. 

 

Abraham was God’s friend because his relationship with God was more than 

words. Now don’t belittle prayer when I say that.  Words matter. Actions 

matter. Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness, 

the exact same reflection that Paul gives us in Romans 4. James tells all of 

us who think our Christianity is mere “a statement of faith” rather than a 

lifestyle that we must know our relationship with the Lord is more than just 

intellectual assent. True faith always results in deeds, but the deeds do not 

justify us. Faith brings us salvation; active obedience demonstrates that our 

faith is genuine. 

 

Lest we think of this only in terms of the “big men of faith” like Abraham, 

James turns to Rahab. But remember Abraham who left his home for a place 

he didn’t know because of God, who trusted God for a baby when he knew 

he and Sarah couldn’t have one, who became a parent at a very old age. 

Abraham wasn’t perfect. He lied about Sarah being his sister rather than 

being his wife. (Genesis 12:10-12) He agreed to taking Hagar and having 

Ishmael, who turned out to be the father of Islam, just as Lot’s daughters 

gave him the fathers of Moabites and the Ammonites, the enemies of Israel. 

(Genesis 19: 36-38, 25:12-18) Abraham was far from perfect, but he is the 

father of our faith, and a good example to us. 

 

Rahab was a sex trade worker. She hid the spies. She did not tell the 

authorities. She said, “I know that the LORD has given this land to you…for 

the LORD your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below…” 

(Joshua 2:9-13, 6:25) Isn’t that a statement of faith? Words. So she did the 

right thing before the Lord and showed that she was believing in God in an 

active way. Her life was not a righteous life. She did not earn her salvation. 

She turned to God, saved the spies, trusted God and the Lord saved her. And 

apparently she later married an Israelite as a believer because we find her in 

Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus (Matt. 1:5) How do we know it was that 

Rahab? Hebrews 11:31 notes Rahab and praises her for her faith (yes, and 

the actions that proceeded from her faith). 

 

So don’t just have a dead, intellectual faith that no one really cares about 

because you say things that don’t line up at all with your life. Let your life, 
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your love and your caring for others flow with the love of Jesus and no one 

will consider your faith as dead. But yes, James is very challenging and yes, 

I can be offended by how strong he puts this. He does so for your good and 

mine, that our relationship with Jesus would be revitalized and actioned in 

the best of ways. And by the way, if you are feeling uncomfortable, wait 

until the next time we talk about James and he talks about your talk. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 

 

 


