Faith & Works
Theology Thoughts: Part 2 “Faith & Works”
Rev. Cameron D St.Michael — October 1, 2023

18" Sunday after Pentecost
Readings: Romans 4:1-12; James 2:14-26

Reflection: Psalm 1

Greeting: Make your ways known to me, Lord; Teach me your paths. Lead me in your truth.
Because you are the God who saves me. | put my hope in you all day long! Praise the Lord!

Prayer: God, bless us this in both our words and our actions. Help us to not just to be hearers
of the word, but doers also. Help us to listen to your word and guide us in your ways. May you
help us to slow down so that we may love our neighbor and may show our love for you. Grant
us wisdom that we may learn the lesson you have for us today. Let us walk in your truth that we
may share that truth with the world. We thank you for your steadfast love and faithfulness. By
your Spirit help us to help one another. We pray that you will continue to help us grow in mercy
and grace through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Reflection: Psalm 1

Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked or take the path that sinners
tread or sit in the seat of scoffers, but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law
they meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield
their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper. The
wicked are not so but are like chaff that the wind drives away. Therefore the wicked will not
stand in the judgment nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous, for the Lord watches
over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish. (Psalm 1 NRSV*)

We read the words of Psalm 1, and we hear of holding fast in God’s ways. That we are called to
both know what God calls us to in faith but also to act on that faith. What are some ways that
you have demonstrated your faith in Christ? How have you loved your neighbor this week?
What are some ways that you may act on your faith in God in the week to come? What are
some ways that you could reach out to help someone in need? How can you share God’s love
with the world? How may we join together to share the comfort and care of Christ?

Prayer: Lord, we turn to you because of your steadfast love. We know that even when we
struggle you are with us. May your Holy Spirit guide us in truth and light. Help us to share the
peace and love of Christ each and every day. As we come before you this day, we bring to you
the joys and concerns of our lives that we have shared aloud together. We also turn to you in
prayer with the unspoken worries and celebrations of our lives. Help us that we walk in your



ways and seek the path of righteousness. May you be with us to strengthen us in our gladness
and our sorrow. We pray that you will help us to grow in love through our laughter and our
tears. As we learn more about you, Lord, may we grow closer to you. May your steadfast love
and faithfulness guide us all the days of our lives, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Now let the words of our mouths, and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight,
O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

Sermon:

Our scripture reading for today comes from the New Revised Standard Version Bible.
Ouir first reading for today comes from Romans chapter 4, verses 1 through 12.

What then are we to say was gained by Abraham, our ancestor according to the flesh? For if
Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For what does
the scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Now to
one who works, wages are not reckoned as a gift but as something due. But to one who does not
work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness. So also David
pronounces a blessing on those to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works: “Blessed are
those whose iniquities are forgiven and whose sins are covered; blessed is the one against whom the
Lord will not reckon sin.” Is this blessing, then, pronounced only on the circumcised or also on the
uncircumcised? We say, “Faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness.” How then was it
reckoned to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after but before he was
circumcised. He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith
while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the ancestor of all who believe
without being circumcised and who thus have righteousness reckoned to them, and likewise the
ancestor of the circumcised who are not only circumcised but follow the example of the faith that our
ancestor Abraham had before he was circumcised. (Romans 4:1-12 NRSV*)

Our next reading for today comes from James chapter 2, verses 14-26.

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but does not have works?
Surely that faith cannot save, can it? 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. But someone will say,
“You have faith, and | have works.” Show me your faith apart from works, and | by my works will
show you faith. You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder. Do
you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from works is worthless? Was not our
ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that faith
was active along with his works, and by works faith was brought to completion. Thus the scripture
was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” and
he was called the friend of God. You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.
Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works when she welcomed the messengers
and sent them out by another road? For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without
works is also dead. (James 2:14-26 NRSV*)



This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.

This week's thoughts bring us to a topic that has caused a lot of confusion over the
years. The conflict even caused some to feel that one of our readings should have been left out
of the Bible completely! It all comes down to the relationship between faith and works. Or, if
you need a different wording, how our beliefs interact with what we do. Now, you might have
noticed that Paul and James seem to have opposite opinions at first glance. Paul talks about
the importance of faith alone and speaks against thinking our works earn salvation. In Romans,
Paul says we cannot simply be justified by works but that it comes by faith. Paul uses a very
specific quote about Abraham as an example. He backs up what he says with Scripture.
“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” For Paul, this verse is
evidence that backs up his theological concepts of faith. We might be tempted to say that Paul
had backed up his statement with Scripture, so this is now a settled matter. Faith alone is the
way to go, case closed. Except that James seems to be leading us in a different direction
completely. James tells us that faith is meaningless without works. That our deeds matter, so
much so that faith without them might as well be dead. What does James used to backup this
assertion? Abraham. You might see where this is going. What part of the Scriptures does
James quote about Abraham to back up this theological claim? “Abraham believed God, and it
was reckoned to him as righteousness.” James believes that this shows that it was what
Abraham did to show his faith in God that really mattered. This is used to show that works are
needed for faith to have any purpose or meaning.

You can see where the problem comes in. Paul says that it is faith and not works that
are important. James says that it is works that matter if we are going to have faith. These have
to be opposite ideas, right? They have to be in conflict. And if they are in conflict, only one of
them can be right. And we are left with an issue that theologians have wrestled with for a long
time. Which one is more important? Is it faith or is it works? And this is an easy trap to fall into,
thinking that we have to pick one over the other. The thing is, | don’t think we have to pick. You
might think I’'m crazy. If they are saying opposite things, how can you not choose? And there
we find the crux of my argument. | don’t think they are saying opposite things. | think they are
saying the same thing but in different ways. | think they're talking about the same thing in
different ways. Paul's focus is on the faith element of things. That without faith we end up
following our own selfish desires. That we can’t earn our salvation through what we do. But
Paul is not saying that our actions are meaningless. There is a distinction we need to draw from
what Paul is telling us. Paul is saying that our actions should be guided by faith and not thinking
that we earn God'’s love through what we do. He’s also saying that we need help to be
delivered from sin into a life of righteousness, that we don’t earn it through the law. Often when
Paul talks about works he mentions works of the law. Paul argues against the law being the
way we are delivered and that it is through faith in Christ alone. For Paul, the main thing he is
arguing against is people who claim that performing works of the law is enough by itself, in
essence earning salvation. It isn’t something that you are owed but is a free gift of faith. So,



how do we reconcile this to James? The first thing to notice is that James isn’t speaking of the
same thing.

I’m a big fan of James. The theology of James has been a big part of how | have
developed my own faith. James presents faith in a way that | connect to easily. Because |
always think about my faith as the way that | live and not just what | think. James has been very
influential in the development of my personal theology. James is speaking about faith in a very
different way than Paul. He isn’t talking about the works of the law as a means of justification.
He is not arguing a position that would be the opposite of Paul at all really. We often read those
into James when we discuss faith and works because we begin with Paul’s position and then
look at James through Paul. Instead, if we look at James directly, he is dealing with a very
different aspect of faith. Paul was dealing with the law while James was dealing with inaction.
We hear about how faith is not simply a mental exercise where we develop our beliefs and that
is enough. James shows that faith has to produce faithful actions if it is going to be genuine.
You can’t say that you believe in Christ unless you can show it. Saying the words doesn’t do
anything that actually shows your faith. James highlights this rather well, and in a way that |
don't think contradicts Paul. Paul argues for much of the same thing that James does, because
Paul also talks about how followers of Christ should behave. He just addresses it from a
different perspective. Paul thinks about faith as it relates to the law. James thinks about faith as
it relates to how you live. James points out that your faith has to be reflected in your actions.
That you can’t just tell someone who needs clothing to stay warm. You can’t just tell someone
who is hungry to have a nice meal.

With this, | think James touches on a major problem we face today. If there's one thing
that | see all the time on the news and on social media when something bad happens, it is
thoughts and prayers. This seems to be especially prevalent when it is an issue that could have
been prevented. There is always someone offering thoughts and prayers, but nothing more. |
can’t help but hear James every time | hear thoughts and prayers being offered. You’ve offered
your thoughts and prayers, but what have you done to make them reality? Have you acted on
them at all? And this is a major problem because people see all of the thoughts and prayers,
but they also see all the inaction. And it damages the church because it makes it seem like the
church simply doesn’t actually care. If you are praying for somebody, you should also think
about what you can be doing for them. Because even if we don't know what to do, we can offer
our support. Because that’s a way to love our neighbors and a way to support them in their
need. It is an action based in our faith, and that is our works. We must act if our faith is genuine.

One more interesting thing to look at is the fact that Paul and James are both able to cite
the same Scripture about Abraham. It shows that Abraham had faith and that he acted on that
faith. It is Abraham living his faith that it is reckoned to him as righteousness. Because
everything that Abraham did required him to act on his faith through his works. But it wasn’t the
works themselves, but that the works demonstrated his faith. We see the interconnectedness
between Paul and James because of the common usage of Abaraham here. Paul sees



Abraham and sees the importance of his faith. James sees Abraham and sees the importance
of Abraham acting on his faith. What we can see is that our faith is important so that we don’t
lose sight of what’s truly important. We can see that it is important that we act on our faith so
that we can live a faithful life. We don’t earn salvation though our actions, but our actions are
how we demonstrate a life in Christ. That if you believe in Christ, you live a life in Christ, and it's
reflected in what you do. We see it in the way we help those in need and stand up for what is
right. We can see that they really don’t contradict each other but look at faith and works from
different perspectives. And when we can see that they are talking about the same kind of faith,
it lets us see them in harmony.

That is important because when we see them in conflict, we feel we have to choose one
over the other. Instead, we can read them as two people talking about he same thing using
different language. This makes my lesson today twofold. A big lesson today is the importance
of our faith in guiding us in our lives. That our faith needs to be an active faith reflected in our
actions. That saying “Jesus is my Savior” doesn’t mean anything if you do not live a life that
reflects it. That you should have your faith guide your actions and not expect your actions to
earn God’s love and grace. That the qifts are freely given, and our faith is how we show
acceptance of those gifts. That when we live a life in Christ, it is reflected in what we do and
why we do it. That we have both faith and works. What do we do? We love God and we love
our neighbor through our actions. Why? Because our faith calls us to that love. Our faith
requires our actions and our actions require our faith. The other lesson we learn is that we can
miss what others are saying if we cannot allow ourselves to see things from different
perspectives. Because we could all too easily say that only Paul could be right or only James
could be right. And we do the same thing with the people around us. If | have learned anything
from studying Paul and James, it is that it is too easy for us to pick a side instead of learning to
communicate. So, | pray that we think about the words we use and how we use them. | pray
that we let the Spirit guide us so that we think about how our words may be interpreted by
others. And | pray we find the wisdom to try to understand other’s thoughts better so that we
can understand each other better. Because when we can understand each other, we can love
each other better and love God deeper. Because then it shows that we follow Christ by our
faith and works. Amen.

Prayer of Confession and Pardon: God, you are with us even when we turn away from you.
Guide us back into your loving arms. Judge us not by the perfection of our actions but show us
mercy and love. We have strayed like lost sheep from your ways, failing both in what we have
done and what we have failed to do. Bring us back into your fold that you may guide us and
lead us in all things. For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy upon us and forgive
us. May we walk in your love and trust your ways. Amen.

Almighty God have mercy upon you. May the Lord forgive all your sins and lift you up in love
through Jesus Christ our Lord, and by the Holy Spirit keep you in life eternal. Amen.



Offering: If you are so moved to make an offering, you may send it to the church treasurer, or
you may send it to the PO Box listed below. We are still the church, and the church still needs
your support to keep doing all the important work that we do.

Lord’s Prayer

Dismissal with Blessing: May we go forth reflecting God’s love in our lives as we go forth in
the peace of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Our Current Series — Theology Thoughts

Our current series is going to be a collection of theology thoughts from Pastor Cameron. Each
week we will explore different aspects of how we live our faith. We will be looking at faith,
prayer, works, forgiveness, scripture, and more. The more we learn about God, the more we
grow in faith and love.

Next Week: On Forgiveness — Our next message will look at both seeking forgiveness and
granting forgiveness, and seeing how they are related.

Prayer List
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