
The Book Of James: Keeping It Real 
 

James 2:20-23 
 

James 2:20 
(KJV)  But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead? 
(NIV)  You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? 
 
In this passage, James demands evidence of real faith. He contends that faith that is 
Spirit-founded must be accompanied by works. If you are a good tree, truly rooted in the 
Word of God, and moved by the Holy Ghost—where’s the fruit? The previous verse James 
2:19 seems satirical at first glance: 
 
James 2:19   
Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.  
 
Ironically, this statement was widely taught in ancient demonology—that God was one God 
(monotheism), worthy of the devil’s trembling—but really is a perfect illustration of how 
shallow faith can seem when there is no walk with the talk. Satan never had or has any 
corner on anything other than rebellion against God (Isaiah 14:15). He never exalts God’s 
truth or has any intention to obey it. He memorizes Scripture verses only to yank them out 
of context to support his camouflage as an angel of light. Indeed, the evil one is but a 
puppeteer chiming lies through every false teacher who has ever lived. 
 
2Corinthians 11:13-15   
For such are false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into the apostles of 
Christ.  And no marvel; for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light.  Therefore it 
is no great thing if his ministers also be transformed as the ministers of righteousness; 
whose end shall be according to their works. 
 
Those who espouse faith only in words fall short of Jesus: 
 
1John 2:3-6   
And hereby we do know that we know him, if we keep his commandments.  He that saith, I 
know him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him.  But 
whoso keepeth his word, in him verily is the love of God perfected: hereby know we that 
we are in him.  He that saith he abideth in him ought himself also so to walk, even as he 
walked. 
 
*QUESTION FOR MEDITATION: What areas of your life is God stripping away to reclaim 
authenticity in your faith? 
 
*STUDY POINT: Site three passages in the Old Testament where God exposed inauthentic 
faith. 
 
But to acknowledge that there is one God, Who is holy, and reverence Him and love Him 
with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength (Deuteronomy 6:4-5); Luke 10:27) is to 
complete your faith with works of love that is manifest through your everyday life. In other 



words—people can see your faith! 
 
Whenever we read passionate portions of Scripture like this in the New Testament, we 
need to ask—what problem in God’s household is the writer addressing? In this case, we 
know already that the Jewish believers have become hard of heart—sympathetic to the 
rich, without compassion to the poor, and, sadly, purveyors of pious proclamation. Given 
their past splintered sojourn through persecution and pain, James is challenging their 
religious heart posture and urging them to be doers of their faith claims—be doers of the 
Word (James 1:22-25). To bear no good fruit and exhibit no righteous works nullifies our 
faith claims to a watching world. Our faith becomes worthless: 
 
Matthew 5:13-16   
Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? 
it is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men.  
Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid.  Neither do men light 
a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are 
in the house.  Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and 
glorify your Father which is in heaven. 
 
I sometimes catch myself pleading with God: Please don’t let me shipwreck my faith (1 
Timothy 1:19-20). Well, one way to crash into the rocks spiritually is to practice an 
intellectual faith void of spiritual fruit. God refers to this disconnected soul as a withered 
branch: 
 
John 15:6   
If a man abide not in me, he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered; and men gather 
them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned.  
 
Such a person may go on in their spiritual life speaking words of faith—and bearing no fruit 
that glorifies God—but they do so in a state of hard-heartedness and perpetual self-
deception: 
 
Hebrews 3:13   
But exhort one another daily, while it is called To day; lest any of you be hardened through 
the deceitfulness of sin.  
 
In God’s eyes, such a person is spiritually dead. 
 
*QUESTION FOR MEDITATION: How is Hebrews 3:13 (our Teaching Room mandate and 
mission!) both an instruction and an exhortation? 
 
I will read the next three verses together, as they flow in one direction: 
 

James 2:21 
(KJV)  Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son 
upon the altar? 
(NIV)  Was not our father Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offere 
his son Isaac on the altar? 
 



James 2:22 
(KJV)  Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect? 
(NIV)  You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made 
complete by what he did. 
 
James 2:23 
(KJV)  And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was 
imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God. 
(NIV)  And the scripture was fulfilled that says, "Abraham believed God, and it was credited 
to him as righteousness," and he was called God's friend. 
 
Here James is referencing—and connecting—two places in the Old Testament text sure to 
resonate with the Jewish Christians to whom he was writing: 
 
Genesis 15:1-6   
After these things the word of the LORD came unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, 
Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward.  And Abram said, Lord GOD, what 
wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless, and the steward of my house is this Eliezer of 
Damascus?  And Abram said, Behold, to me thou hast given no seed: and, lo, one born in 
my house is mine heir.  And, behold, the word of the LORD came unto him, saying, This 
shall not be thine heir; but he that shall come forth out of thine own bowels shall be thine 
heir.  And he brought him forth abroad, and said, Look now toward heaven, and tell the 
stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy seed be.  And he 
believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness. 
 
And… 
 
Genesis 22:1-24   
And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, 
Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am.  And he said, Take now thy son, thine only son 
Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a 
burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.  And Abraham rose up 
early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and 
Isaac his son, and clave the wood for the burnt offering, and rose up, and went unto the 
place of which God had told him.  Then on the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes, and 
saw the place afar off.  And Abraham said unto his young men, Abide ye here with the ass; 
and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you.  And Abraham took 
the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it upon Isaac his son; and he took the fire in his 
hand, and a knife; and they went both of them together.  And Isaac spake unto Abraham 
his father, and said, My father: and he said, Here am I, my son. And he said, Behold the 
fire and the wood: but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?  And Abraham said, My son, 
God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering: so they went both of them together.  
And they came to the place which God had told him of; and Abraham built an altar there, 
and laid the wood in order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar upon the 
wood.  And Abraham stretched forth his hand, and took the knife to slay his son.  And the 
angel of the LORD called unto him out of heaven, and said, Abraham, Abraham: and he 
said, Here am I.   And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing 
unto him: for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, 
thine only son from me.  And Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind 



him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the ram, and 
offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son.  And Abraham called the name of 
that place Jehovahjireh: as it is said to this day, In the mount of the LORD it shall be seen.  
And the angel of the LORD called unto Abraham out of heaven the second time, and said, 
By myself have I sworn, saith the LORD, for because thou hast done this thing, and hast 
not withheld thy son, thine only son: That in blessing I will bless thee, and in multiplying I 
will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the sea 
shore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies;  And in thy seed shall all the 
nations of the earth be blessed; because thou hast obeyed my voice.  So Abraham 
returned unto his young men, and they rose up and went together to Beersheba; and 
Abraham dwelt at Beersheba.  And it came to pass after these things, that it was told 
Abraham, saying, Behold, Milcah, she hath also born children unto thy brother Nahor; Huz 
his firstborn, and Buz his brother, and Kemuel the father of Aram, and Chesed, and Hazo, 
and Pildash, and Jidlaph, and Bethuel.  And Bethuel begat Rebekah: these eight Milcah 
did bear to Nahor, Abraham's brother.  And his concubine, whose name was Reumah, she 
bare also Tebah, and Gaham, and Thahash, and Maachah. 
 
In Jewish tradition, these two epic narratives of faith embrace belief and burden. There 
was obviously something going on inside Abraham besides a sense of intellectual assent 
to God’s Word and religious obligation to God. This was a man humble and surrendered. 
And his faith and works together blessed myriad generations, beginning with Isaac: 
 
Genesis 26:1-5   
And there was a famine in the land, beside the first famine that was in the days of 
Abraham. And Isaac went unto Abimelech king of the Philistines unto Gerar.  And the 
LORD appeared unto him, and said, Go not down into Egypt; dwell in the land which I shall 
tell thee of: Sojourn in this land, and I will be with thee, and will bless thee; for unto thee, 
and unto thy seed, I will give all these countries, and I will perform the oath which I sware 
unto Abraham thy father; And I will make thy seed to multiply as the stars of heaven, and 
will give unto thy seed all these countries; and in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth 
be blessed; Because that Abraham obeyed my voice, and kept my charge, my 
commandments, my statutes, and my laws. 
 
Lest you feel diminutive against this ‘giant of the faith’ example of Abraham, I encourage 
you to read through the chapter of faith—Hebrews 11. Contained therein are concise 
stories of men and women like you and I, who stepped out in faith—against peril and storm, 
unlikely odds, and ultimate death—in obedience to God their Father.  
 
Their faith had legs.  
 
Be encouraged, dear Christian, by the known—and unknown—champions of the faith that 
walked before us: 
 
Hebrews 12:1-2   
Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us 
lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with 
patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our 
faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and 
is set down at the right hand of the throne of God. 



 
We stir our Lord's heart to action when we--by faith--believe His Word and obey it. 
 
There is nothing so powerful in heaven or on earth as the alignment of our will to the 
abiding Word Of God and the indwelling Spirit Who powers it.  
 
In this is God glorified. In this is faith made perfect. 
 
Luke 17:5-6   
And the apostles said unto the Lord, Increase our faith.  And the Lord said, If ye had faith 
as a grain of mustard seed, ye might say unto this sycamine tree, Be thou plucked up by 
the root, and be thou planted in the sea; and it should obey you. 
 

~ Reverend Darren McClelland 
 
 


