
James 2:1-10, 14-17  
James is thought to be a brother of Jesus, who became a disciple, and the leader of the 
early Church in Jerusalem. His letter is vivid and dramatic in style, practical religion, more 
of a sermon than a letter. James message in today’s epistle can be summed up as ‘faith 
by itself, if it has no works, is dead.’(v17) Uncompromising talk. 
The letter has been much disputed and maligned over the years, with its’ place in the Bible 
questioned, especially at the Reformation by Martin Luther, who called it a ‘straw epistle’. 
This is because some see James as opposing the teaching of Paul, of our ‘justification by 
faith’, but James’ teaching is better seen as complimentary to Paul, faith and works are 
two sides of the same coin, both expressing our allegiance as followers of Jesus Christ. 
In this passage, James speaks of Favouritism, which we might call prejudice, which 
causes us to prefer those who are like us to those who are different. We hear a lot about 
racial prejudice and prejudice against people with different sexual orientations, but here 
James speaks of showing favour to those with money and status over those who are poor 
and of no influence.  
‘For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor 
person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine 
clothes and say, ‘Have a seat here, please’, while to the one who is poor you say, ‘Stand 
there’, or, ‘Sit at my feet,’ have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become 
judges with evil thoughts?’(v2-4) 
We often judge by externals, people’s clothes and appearance, but God looks upon the 
heart. James argument against prejudice is theological, ‘do you with your acts of 
favouritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?’(v1) James is saying that 
God’s glory is seen in creation, and supremely in all human beings, created in God’s own 
image. Do we not recognise the glory of God when we see it in the poor and those of no 
status? A commentator, Alec Motyer, writes, ‘If we would follow the Lord Jesus then it 
must be our glory, as it was his, to be on the side of the poor, the underprivileged, the 
disadvantaged and the oppressed. To do this is to identify ourselves with the very heart of 
God and to live obediently to God’s will.’ 
We do this in a number of ways, by our prayers and by generous giving, but most of all by 
our attitude towards those who are poor.  
Of course, some people, because of their positions of responsibility in society, such as the 
Queen or Prime Minister, are due particular respect. 
Paul sums this up: ‘Welcome one another, just as Christ has welcomed you’ (Romans 15:7) 
James uses Jesus’ words to summarise his teaching, ‘You do well if you really fulfil the 
royal law according to the scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ (v8)   
We then come to the most contentious passage in the letter. 
‘What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? 
Can faith save you? 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? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.’ (v14-17) 
Faith and Works James is saying that a Christian needs both thought and action, both 
prayer and effort, both faith and deeds. Our faith must affect our attitudes towards other 
people, the way we think of others and the way we act and treat others, especially those 
unlike us, otherwise our faith is dead, of no account. This is challenging teaching, which 
goes to the heart of the gospel, which is expressed in both words and action. 
Let us consider what this means for each of us, and take James’ words to heart, seeking 
to live out our faith in love and action. 
 
 


