


Chapter Two 

Active Faith 
What does an active, authentic faith look like when faced with your own personal 

struggles and prejudices? 

James 2 contains the passage for which The Letter of James is best known. 
When people quote a verse from James, most of the time it is, “Faith without 
works is dead” (2:17). One could argue, that this statement is the heartbeat 
behind James’ entire argument. He wanted the church to know that faith is 
critical, but one cannot possess faith without faith possessing them. That 
possession would naturally result in a life of action, because their faith would 
motivate them to do something.  

Here is where being and doing find its proper balance. Your identity in Christ 
means you are His child apart from any works and only by His grace. You have 
entered that relationship by faith, graciously given to you by God. Knowing 
Christ and being in Christ, you are in the process of being changed, maturing 
in your faith. That maturity results in your vision being made clearer to the 
concerns of others, the purpose of God and the compelling desire to serve the 
Lord wherever He leads. Therefore, as James points out in this chapter, faith 
cannot be real faith unless that faith is active, working and serving at the 
pleasure of the Lord.  

Before James jumps into this argument (2:14-26), he opens with an illustration. 
This illustration could have been a real-life story, much like Jesus’ parables. The 
point he is going to make is that if we say that we have faith in Christ, that our 
faith in Jesus has changed us, then it will come out in our conduct. If our 
conduct does not reflect that of Christ’s, then how can we say our faith is real? 
To drive this point home, James gave his readers an example of what he saw in 



the church, and unfortunately, what continues to happen today. James raised 
the issue of partiality or favoritism and called it sinful. To James, favoritism was 
the enemy to an authentic, effective and active faith. He could not imagine faith 
not working its way out in genuine love for people.  

In this chapter, we explore how favoritism is a barrier to active faith, and how an 
inactive faith plays right into the hands of cultural Christianity.  

Read It! 

James 2:1-13 
1 My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Lord of glory. 2 For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing comes 
into your assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes in, 3 and if 
you pay attention to the one who wears the fine clothing and say, “You sit here 
in a good place,” while you say to the poor man, “You stand over there,” or, “Sit 
down at my feet,” 4 have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and 
become judges with evil thoughts? 5 Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God 
chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the 
kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him? 6 But you have 
dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and the 
ones who drag you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the 
honorable name by which you were called? 
8 If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are 
committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever 
keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it. 11 For 
he who said, “Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do not 
commit adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 
12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the law of liberty. 
13 For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy 
triumphs over judgment. 



Study it! 

I. Favoritism: The Barrier to Active Faith (2:1-13) 

Favoritism goes by other names: Racism(skin color), Classism(Economic status), 
Culturalism (social status – how they dress, associate with, etc.) –— it is  a 
determination to treat people in a certain way based on the color of their skin 
or their financial status or their social status. James spoke plainly to the church 
about this problem: 

“But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by 
the law as transgressors” (2:9). 

Someone said, “The way we behave toward people indicates what we really 
believe about God.” 
Question: What would people say about your belief in God, based on how you 
treat people? ___________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

The issue in the churches during that time was that so many people from 
different backgrounds, races, social backgrounds, financial levels and the like 
were coming into the life of the church. Businessmen, farmers, lawyers, day-
laborers, religious officials, prostitutes, teachers, drunkards, and everyone in 
between were coming to Christ. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder with each 
other. However, in society, they were not even close to being equal. Those of 
higher social standing would use those lower as servants and slaves. People of 
a lower class were more like dogs than anything else. So, when they came into 
the church, it really took a work of God to change the hearts of people. They 



now had to love each other and treat each other with respect, but not only 
during worship behind closed doors, but also in public. This was a game 
changer! 

James noticed that rather than treating each other as equals, people were 
playing favorites, disdaining those of lower status and marring the name of 
Jesus with their sinful attitudes and action. The Lord had made this clear 
through Peter, who said, “Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, but in 
every nation anyone who fears Him and does what is right is acceptable to 
Him”( Acts 10:34). Paul said in Galatians 3:28 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is no male or female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus.” – This was the result of the Gospel coming alive in a person’s 
heart. So anything that ran counter to this was in reality going AGAINST the 
Gospel! 

How can believers avoid it today? 
		
1. Model Jesus’ Approach to People 
Jesus condemned favoritism (Luke 14:12-14). He was not swayed by people’s 
appearances. The Pharisees could even see it in Jesus: “Teacher, we know that 
you are true and You teach the way of God truthfully, and You do not care 
about anyone’s opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances.” Jesus was 
not impressed by riches, status, or position (not that they can’t be used by 
God). Jesus saw people, whom others had discarded, as having potential 
and promise (ref. John 4 - Jesus with the Samaritan woman and Luke 19 
with Zacchaeus, the tax collector). 

Question: 
Why are we prone to judge people by their past or present and not their 
future? ____________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 



Jesus didn’t have a kind of people. He simply loved them all and was 
aggravated by those who treated people with bias. Jesus said in John 
7:24 “Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment.” 

Discussion: 
Which of these statements do you see in the church today and why: 
(1) “I give a lot of money to this church. I should get more out of it than I’m 

getting.” 
(2) “The reason why poor people are poor is that they are always making bad 

decisions. Probably a character issue.”  
(3) “It’s fine for a few ethnic groups to come to our church, but they need to 

stay out of leadership positions.” 

Think About This… 
Jesus saw people through eyes of love and compassion. Even though He WAS 
“better” than anyone else, He still didn’t treat people as if He was better than 
them.  

Question: 
How do you respond to that statement? _________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 

How does this contrast to the prevailing views of our culture or churches today? 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

2.  Love Jesus More than Anything or Anyone Else in the World (5-7) 
When we show favoritism, we play right into the hands of the enemy by living 
up to the standards of the world’s system. James pointed out to the church, 
that to honor the rich man over the poor man made no sense since the rich 
were the ones who mistreated them the most.  

Why is that people play favorites? We know it originates in man’s sinful nature, 
but could there be another reason? Could it be that the reason so many 
people play favorites and oppose other people is that they love their Race, 
their Money and their Status more than they love Jesus? When you love 



anything or anyone more than you love Jesus, you fall to the deception of 
Favoritism.  

Here’s what Favoritism does in your life: 

A. Favoritism ignores how God works among people – v. 5  
Who did Jesus work with the most? He worked with those who were not 
eaten up with self-sufficiency, but poor in spirit (Mt. 5:3). What 
confounded the world the most was that Jesus went to those who were 
not the social elite or religious elite, but those who were weak and 
disdained—- 

1 Cor. 1:26-29 “For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you 
were wise according to world standards, not many were powerful, not 

many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to 
shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the 

strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things 
that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being 

might boast in the presence of God.” 

You cannot ignore the ways of God or how God works. His ways are 
higher than our ways and His thoughts than our thoughts (Isaiah 
55:8-9). 

B. Favoritism does not appreciate the richness of faith in Christ – v. 5 
James said that those who are poor in the world are RICH in faith. You 
see it everyday. When you had nothing, you prayed, you sought God for 
everything you needed, but, then when things started going well, you 
didn’t have time for God. Favoritism does not value the richness of faith 
in others, because all it sees is the perceived value or devalue of people 
around them. They see with eyes of carnality and not eyes of equality in 
Christ. 



C. Favoritism plays into the hands of those who are enemies of God 
(6-7) ---  

James was astounded that believers would be so apt to choosing the rich 
over the poor, when the rich were the ones who mistreated them the 
most. Why did the rich do such things? Because they did not love people 
with the love of Christ. They were consumed with the world and its 
pleasures. James warns them later, “Do you not know that friendship with 
the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of 
the world makes himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4). 

3. Love People as Christ Loves You (8-11)   
Simply put, if you are obedient to God’s word, then you will love people just as 
Christ loves you. Look at 2:8 “If you really fulfill the royal law (that is the highest 
expression of God’s Word) according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing well.” How do people try to get around 
this? What excuses do they make? 

• “But I was raised in a time or with certain values or ways of looking at 
people”. 

• “There are certain people who have unfair advantages and take 
advantage of the system.” 

• “I just think people who have made stupid choices ought to not be 
given the same privilege as those of us who have made better 
choices.” 

Question: What are your thoughts about these statements people have 
made or opinions people carry? Have you had any of these yourself? 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 



Biblical love is not necessarily related to how you feel about someone at 
any given moment. Biblical love can say to a person of another race, 
class or culture, ‘I am going to treat you right even if I have to work 

through how I was raised’.– God is not after how you feel about someone. 
He is after how you will act toward someone. Obedience to God’s word 

is all about the Will of a person, not how you feel.  

Study 2:9-11 “But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are 
convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole 
law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it. 11 For he who said, 
“Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do not 
commit adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of the 
law.” 

That’s calling Favoritism what it is…Sin! – James laid the seriousness of 
playing favorites or treating people differently because of the color of 
their skin or social status or economic status or anything external. – 
Perhaps the greatest sin the Church has failed to fully repent of and 
seek total repentance that could be holding the Church back from its 
fullest and purest influence is the sin of favoritism!! 

Question: Where do we see this lived out in the Church? ___________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

What is the cure? _______________________________________________________ 

4. Show Mercy at All Times (v. 12-13)  

Here is the key to avoiding the Sin of Favoritism, that we show mercy. As James 
said, “Mercy triumphs over judgment.” The problem with favoritism is that it is 
saturated with judmentalism. Every time you play favorites, mistreat people of 
different skin colors, talk down to people who do not have as much as you do 
or treat harshly those whom you deem as unworthy of your value, then God’s 
character is called into question. Why? As a known follower of Jesus, how you 



conduct yourself is a reflection of Christ. Just the time, every time you treat 
people of a different race with Christlike love and every time you share what 
you have with those in need without complaining or belittling them, and every 
time you lift someone up with your speech without patronizing them, then you 
show mercy and therefore, the character of Christ. When this happens, God will 
in turn give you mercy!! 

Question: What are some practical ways you can show God’s mercy when you 
are tempted to play favorites? ____________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Consider this…James warned the church not to use their words in such a way 
as to demean others. He pointed to two areas they struggled: Valuing orphans 
and widows, while at the same time disregarding how corrupt values stained 
them as followers of Christ (1:26-27). Think and pray about how showing 
favoritism impacts the way you treat others and how you can show greater 
value to those who are undervalued in the church body (and culture). 

II. Faith and Works: The Balance for an Active Faith (2:14-26) 
James used the illustration of favoritism to illustrate the important principle that 
if you simply say you believe or have faith in Christ but your conduct does not 
bear witness, then your faith is meaningless. There may not be a more 
recognizable portion of this letter than this section. James did not want the 
church to simply believe that they could present themselves as believers and 
there be no evidence. He knew that if the church fell prey to this critical error, 
then they would fall into the trap of cultural Christianity - a faith that looked 
more like the world, than that of Christ. So, his argument was clear: 
Faith without works is dead! 



James 2:14-26 
14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have 
works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and 
lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed 
and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what good[a] is 
that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 
18 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. 19 You believe 
that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder! 20 Do 
you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless? 
21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his son 
Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and 
faith was completed by his works; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, 
“Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”—and he 
was called a friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works and 
not by faith alone. 25 And in the same way was not also Rahab the prostitute 
justified by works when she received the messengers and sent them out by 
another way? 26 For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart 
from works is dead. 

Insights: Write down any insights or key verses from this passage - ___________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

James’ argument was straightforward and clear: “What good is it, my brothers, 
if someone says he has faith but does not have works?”  

Active faith is the kind of faith that works. There is no such faith that is real but 
yet does not stretch its legs and do something about it. Active faith is serving, 



doing something about the convictions you possess and living radically the call 
of God.  

“Unless our belief in God causes us to help our fellow man, our faith stands 
condemned.” 
~ Billy Graham 

There are four types of faith that lead a person to having an active faith. 

1. Faith that Relies on Works - 2:14 

Perhaps the hardest pill to swallow in this entire letter is the one that works are 
a part of your faith. This is why Martin Luther called this letter, “A strawy gospel.” 
Luther did not want to mix faith alone with any impression that our salvation 
was works based. That impression has certainly been taught down through the 
years. However, this was not James’ argument at all. 

Scripture clearly teaches that faith only saves apart from the works of the Law 
(Galatians 2:15-3:14). In fact, if you get more specific, it is grace through faith 
alone (Eph. 2:8-9). Paul reminds us in Romans 3 that the righteousness of God 
comes through faith.  

~ Romans 3:21-26 
21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, 
although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of 
God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 
23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by 
his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God 
put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to 
show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 
over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that 
he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 



Now that you know your salvation is not based on your works but on faith in 
Christ (which is a gift of God in itself), you have to see how faith and works 
work together. James asked the question: Can that faith save him?  
James asked this question because the kind of faith that God gave for salvation 
did not result in dead works but in active faith. Your works prove your faith. 
Take John the Baptist as an example (Luke 3:7-14). 

7 “He said therefore to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You 
brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8 Bear fruits 
in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have 

Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up 
children for Abraham. 9 Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every 
tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the 

fire.”10 And the crowds asked him, “What then shall we do?” 11 And he 
answered them, “Whoever has two tunics[a] is to share with him who has none, 

and whoever has food is to do likewise.” 12 Tax collectors also came to be 
baptized and said to him, “Teacher, what shall we do?” 13 And he said to them, 

“Collect no more than you are authorized to do.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, 
“And we, what shall we do?” And he said to them, “Do not extort money from 

anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content with your wages.” 

John simply gave his listeners a recipe for active faith. Jesus did the same in 
Matthew 7:15-23 when he said that you would know a person by the fruit they 
would bear. The most telling and convicting statement Jesus gave was when 
He said, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but the one who does the will of My Father who is in heaven” (7:23). 

As Norman Whan stated: “God can’t steer a parked car.” 

Faith and works work together. In fact, James goes on to speak about the 
needs that are met through active faith. 



2. Faith that Responds to Needs (2:15-16) 
Words have very little meaning if they are not backed up with actions. Empty 
words do not meet needs (Matthew 23:23). Empty words lack compassion and 
do not model a Christ-centered faith. Ask the Jewish man beaten and left to die 
on the Jericho Road that Jesus described in Luke 10:25-37. Two religious 
leaders heading home from their religious duty in Jerusalem, saw the man but 
did not want to get involved. Rather, a Samaritan man, hated by the Jews, 
stopped and went overboard to help this man whom he did not know. That 
man showed active faith. You see throughout the Gospels how Jesus did not 
only teach about faith, He demonstrated it and taught them that their faith must 
be proved through their compassion for others, through their effort of 
extending love to one another.  

Consider 1 John 3:16-17 
16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our 

lives for the brothers. 17 But if anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother in 
need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God's love abide in him?” 

What are the ramifications of these verses? ________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

In what situation could you apply this verse right now? ______________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Faith that Reaches Beyond Simple Belief (2:18-19) 
James gave them a thought that must have blown them away - that the 
demons even believed and trembled. How true this was for Jesus who often 
confronted demon possession. They often cried out in acknowledgment of the 



true reality of Jesus Christ. What the Church must understand is that simple 
faith is good, but simply believing does not give the true picture of a believer. 
Genuine faith is active and even supports the faith claim. However, it goes even 
deeper, to the point of a person’s righteousness. 

4. Faith that Results in Righteousness (20-26) 
James recalled for the Church Abraham’s faith in taking his son, Isaac, in 
obedience to God’s command, to Mt. Moriah (Genesis 22:1-18). There 
Abraham was commanded to sacrifice Isaac. James pointed out that Abraham’s 
faith and obedience proved a vital connection between faith and works. Now, 
you have to understand that Abraham’s works did not declare him righteous. 
He had already been declared righteous by God long before this (Genesis 
15:6). Tony Evans, pastor and author writes:  

“The sacrifice of Isaac was not about Abraham’s salvation for eternity but instead 
was about his sanctification, his experience of God in history. God sent 

Abraham the greatest test of his life in order to take him to a level of faith he 
had never before reached.” 

What was this level of faith? It was his spiritual maturity. James 2:22 says, “You 
see that faith was active along with works and faith was completed by his 
works.” The word complete means mature or perfect. God is in the process of 
maturing his children, growing them up to be more and more like Him, and to 
reproduce so that others may know Christ. Notice what the Scriptures teach 
about this lesson in Abraham’s life. In verse 23, James recalled Genesis 15:6 
“Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” Then he 
said, “And he (Abraham) was called a friend of God.” What an incredible 
statement! Every believer would love to hear this from the Lord! Tony Evans 
continues, “Intimacy with God takes the kind of working faith that will lead us to 
do whatever God asks us to do, even if it makes no sense to us.”  



James mentioned Rahab the prostitute who believed God and hid the men 
spying out the land. Her faith was justified (or made complete) through the 
outworking of her faith. That is, she gave evidence that she truly believed by 
literally doing something with her faith. Therefore, James ended his argument 
with these words:  
“For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith without works is 
dead” (2:26). 

What more could be said?  

Questions: 
1. Why did James use the illustrations of pure religion (1:26-27) and favoritism 

(2:1-13) as a launching pad for his argument against a faith without works?
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________ 

2. What about your faith needs a greater expression to be considered active 
faith? ______________________________________________________________ 

3. How do you personally show that your faith is active and real? 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________


