FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
James: Lesson 3

James 2:1-26

This section of James builds off of the key theme of what constitutes “real religion”?  James began this discussion at the end of chapter 1 with a high level overview:  “pure and undefiled religion is this: to visit orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”  Obviously, this was not meant to be an exhaustive list but some key examples.  One might summarize it this way:  do acts that show God’s mercy and compassion and don’t be conformed to the current world system.  In the rest of the book James will give many practical examples of this kind of behavior/thinking but first, in chapter 2, he presents the underlying theology to bolster the exhortations he will make.  He uses a literary style called a “diatribe”—presenting an argument as if another person were in the room raising objections and responding to each one.

Many people, especially Christians, shy away from the use of the word “religion” or “religious”.  Why is that?  Note that James is not quite ready to throw the word away but he wants to clarify that not everything that is called “religion” qualifies for his definition of the term!  He makes a clear statement about what “pure and faultless religion” is (1:22-27), so there must be a such a thing as “impure and ineffective” religion.  What might that be?
As chapter 2 opens James again makes an appeal of solidarity with his audience (“my brothers and sisters”.)  His challenge is not to bring personal favoritism into the church.  At first this might seem a non sequitur but why do you think James chooses to lead with this issue?  Can you give specific examples from the life of Jesus where he modeled an utter lack of personal favoritism?   One commentary really challenges us here:  is it really possible to have no personal biases? How do they sometimes creep in without our being aware?  What can we do about this?

The specific example James uses is a sobering one.  One wonders if he visited a Presbyterian church and saw folks fighting over pew seating!  What challenges does he make to their notions about the rich and the poor?  How might that challenge be alike or different if he were writing directly to us today?  What kind of favoritism do we practice? (One commentary points out that we are a “meritocracy”.  We do not always judge people as to whether they are rich or poor but as to whether they are hard-working or deserving of our mercy or help.  Is that the way God is?  How should this fact inform our behavior? 

So one definition of true religion might be: living in such a way that people come to the correct conclusion about who God is from our representation of Him.  How could we really apply this on our church?  In our lives?  How does the second great commandment (love your neighbor as yourself) apply here?

Thinking about this particular “law” (a commandment that Jesus said helped summarize the law) leads James to start thinking about the law in general.  What observations does he make about the law here?  Many (Martin Luther included) have accused James of being a legalist, contradicting Paul’s gospel of grace, and making salvation about keeping rules—but is that really the thrust of his argument here?  What verses in this chapter absolutely confirm that James is on solid ground as to how we get saved?  (More “gospel nuggets”!!)
As one commentary puts it, Paul and James are in total agreement about what faith is, and what it is not.  The appearance of disagreement between them is the way they think about the term “works” or “deeds”.  For Paul, this harkens back to the ceremonial law and all its complex requirements—slavishly following a set of rules with no engagement of the heart at all.  For James works are the natural outflow of a heart which has been touched and changed by the mercy and grace of God.  James would put it this way:  if one’s heart has been truly changed by the fact God rescues us while we are helpless and hopeless—would that allow this same person to see someone in desperate need and just give a verbal pat on the head and then be on their way?
See how Paul describes this same thing in Galatians 5:5-6, 13-15. 
James also draws a clear distinction about the difference between faith, belief and assent to a set of facts.  How would you describe each?  Note the idea of belief is dealt with extensively in John’s gospel—the disciples were many times described as “believing” when it was clear that they did not yet have a full grasp of what true faith was all about.   How would you describe the belief that demons have? Contrast that with “saving faith or belief”.
The situation is complicated by the fact that both Paul and James use Abraham as an example of faith but seem to use this example in opposite ways.  Compare Romans 4:1-5 with the way James uses Abraham as an example.  

A key verse to this controversy is 2:14.  James asks about faith with no works and asks “can that (type of) faith save someone?  The word “to save” can mean more than just simple salvation but rather healing, wholeness and peace with God.  James is not talking about a contract (“said yes to Jesus, got my fire insurance paid up!”) but a life of seeking after God and His ways.  Some have described 3 types of salvation:  past (Ephesians2:8), present (Philippians 2:12-13) and future (Philippians 3:20).  How does this change the way you think about salvation?
