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RESPONSIVE, THUS REGENERATING 

FAITH 
(James 2:26) 

For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also. 

(James 2:26) 

Introduction 
An article appeared recently on CNN.com entitled “Fake Priest Infiltrates St. Peters.” The article 

read in part, 

A fake priest was caught trying to hear confessions in St. Peter’s Basilica and was tried by a Vatican 

tribunal, a Vatican judge said in an interview published Saturday. 

Judge Gianluigi Marrone, who is a member of the court system of the independent Vatican city-state, 

said the man was wearing clerical garb and carried documents alleging that he was a priest ... 

“He was caught by surprise in the basilica while he was trying to take his place in a confessional. He 

was wearing clerical garb, but the expert eye of our [basilica] personnel didn’t need much to sense 

something strange in his behavior,” Marrone said without elaborating. 

The man was stopped and his documents checked, and even though he had what appeared to be 

legitimate documents, including a Vatican pass, personnel were still suspicious, the judge recalled. 

Checking with Italian authorities about the documents “unmasked him,” Marrone said, adding that 

the man had passed himself off as a priest in Italy. 

“It was a case of usurping an ecclesiastical title, and thus he was tried by our tribunal,” the judge 

added. 

Marrone didn’t say when the incident happened, what the tribunal’s verdict was or if the man 

received punishment. 

As pathetic as it is of a man trying to pass himself off as a Roman Catholic priest, how much more 

serious it is when fake believers try to enter heaven. And how would a fake believer, one who 

professes falsely to be a childof God, do such a thing? By seeking to infiltrate the church. 

Thankfully, however, just as the expert eye of the Roman Catholic personnel spotted the fake priest, 

so the expert eye of our High Priest is perfectly adept at spotting fake professors. And whilst no 

information was given as to whether or not the fake priest above received punishment, we can be 

sure that fake professors in the kingdom of God will receive punishment at the Judgement Day. 

With the understanding that false professors will most certainly attempt to enter the kingdom of 

heaven, we must be sure to understand what the Bible says about true, saving faith. This is 

important because we ourselves need to examine our own faith, but also because we need to be 

equipped to help those with an inauthentic faith to see the spuriousness of their profession. 
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We have spent a few studies in in the heart of James’s epistle (2:14-26) to professing Hebrew 

believers. And as we have done so we have been challenged to examine ourselves whether we are in 

the faith. I have felt what the prophets of old used to refer to as “the burden of the Word of the 

Lord.” This was especially so after our most recent study. And that burden continues with me into 

this study. Spurious faith is a serious issue, and one that needs to be handled biblically. 

James was a pastor, and as has been mentioned already on several occasions, he had probably been 

the pastor of many of these to whom he was now writing. You will remember that he wrote to Jews 

who had been scattered abroad. The book of Acts records a scattering which took place from 

Jerusalem upon the persecution of believers at the hands of Saul of Tarsus (se Acts 8 & 11). Of 

course James was the pastor-teacher of those people and thus it is quite likely that many of them 

were now those whom he addressed in this letter. 

Be that as it may, James seems to have become aware of conditions amongst these believers and 

what he heard was disturbing indeed. He heard that many who had once professed faith (perhaps 

even in Jerusalem, under his ministry) were not responding with joy and Christian maturity as they 

encountered trials. This caused him to question whether or not they were in the faith. He thus 

exhorted them in chapter 1 to persevere (see 1:12). Also in relation to this he heard that some of his 

readers were saying some terrible things about God in the midst of their trials and thus he warned 

those of this sinful response (see 1:13-17). In addition he seemingly had been given the impression 

that there were some amongst them who were not paying heed to the Word, and that while many 

were in fact listening, they are not doing the Word. He addressed this in 1:18ff. And as he did so he 

reminded them of the nature of “true religion” (1:27ff). John MacArthur summarises: 

Evidently there were some in the very early church who flirted with the notion that faith could be 

some kind of static, inert, inanimate assent to facts. The Book of James, probably the earliest New 

Testament epistle, specifically confronts this error. He says people can be deluded into thinking they 

believe when in fact they do not, and he says the single factor that distinguishes bogus faith from the 

real thing is the righteous behaviour inevitably produced by authentic faith.  

James is not ambiguous when it comes to what saving faith looks like. It looks busy. It sweats. It 

works. Without in any way deprecating the biblical doctrine that we are justified by faith alone 

James makes it abundantly clear that such a faith does not remain alone. 

We have noted on several occasions that some have imagined a contradiction between Paul and 

James, as if Paul taught justification by faith alone whilst James taught justification by works. Such 

is not the case. Consider the testimony of John Calvin on this matter. 

It appears certain that [James] is speaking of the manifestation, not of the imputation, of 

righteousness, as if he had said, Those who are justified by faith prove their justification by 

obedience and good works, not by a bare and imaginary semblance of faith. In one word, he is not 

discussing the mode of justification, but requiring that the justification of all believers shall be 

operative. And as Paul contends that men are justified without the aid of works, so James will not 

allow any to be regarded as Justified who are destitute of good works ... Let them twist the words of 

James as they may, they will never extract out of them more than two propositions: That an empty 

phantom of faith does not justify, and that the believer, not contented with such an imagination, 

manifests his justification by good works. 



3 

Clearly James and Paul “are not antagonists facing each other with crossed swords; they stand back 

to back, confronting different foes of the gospel” (MacArthur). Even Martin Luther, famed for his 

distaste of James, spoke of the need for active faith: “Faith is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, 

and it is impossible that it should not do good without ceasing; it does not ask whether good works 

are to be done, but before the question is put, it has done them already, and is always engaged in 

doing them; you may as well separate burning and shining from the fire, as works from faith.” 

James thus wrote this short epistle to set forth the practical evidences of the faith that saves. Since 

he was convinced that the gospel transforms lives (see 1:21) he expected those who claimed saving 

faith to practically demonstrate this in their day to day living. 

Previously, we observed that the faith that saves—that is true justifying faith—is, among other 

things, one that stirs (v. 26). That is, it moves, it is active. In other words, it is responsive.  

In this study I wish to return to this text and to this truth, and to explore more deeply what this 

stirring looks like. I feel compelled to do so. As James no doubt was concerned about those who 

had a lot of words and yet had little (or no) works, so am I. I am discomforted by this trend in the 

church at large as well as what I have seen over and over in the years that I have been at our own 

church. 

I suppose that some could object that I am beating a dead horse; that we should rather move on to 

other issues. But is this not an issue of serious eternal import? After all, everyone who professes to 

be a priest through Christ will stand one day at God’s tribunal. What will we hear?  

This issue was at the very heart of the apostolic ministry. The apostles never took professions of 

faith for granted (though they were careful to make judgements of charity). On the contrary (to cite 

MacArthur again), 

The apostles saw counterfeit faith as a very real danger. Many of the epistles, though addressed to 

churches, contain warnings that reveal the apostles’ concern over church members they suspected 

were not genuine believers. Paul, for example, wrote to the Corinthian church, “Test yourselves to 

see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that 

Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test?” (2 Cor. 13:5). Peter wrote, “Therefore, 

brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain about His calling and choosing you; for as long as 

you practice these things, you will never stumble” (2 Peter 1:10). 

Now compare those biblical words with these from Zane Hodges, another well known evangelical 

author: 

If people are sure they believe, their faith must be genuine. All who claim Christ by faith as 

Saviour—even those in serious or prolonged sin—should be assured that they belong to God come 

what may. It is dangerous and destructive to question the salvation of professing Christians. The 

New Testament writers never questioned the reality of their readers’ faith.  

With all due respect to Mr. Hodges, both Paul and Peter, as noted above in MacArthur’s quote, 

quite clearly exhorted professing believers to question their faith. 

In this study we will examine once again the response of a saving faith. I trust that we will be 

equipped through this study to test ourselves whether we have experienced such grace. I have no 
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doubt that if we do so with the desire to know that we are saved then the Lord will give us the 

assurance that we need. 

Saving Faith has a Pulse 
In our previous study I noted the illustration of John Blanchard of using a mirror under the nose of a 

seemingly dead person to test whether they are breathing and are thus in fact alive. When I used that 

illustration, a church member (who happens to be a doctor) pointed out afterwards that there is a far 

easier way to gauge the presence of life: check for a pulse! And so, to change Blanchard’s metaphor 

slightly, let us begin by observing that true faith has a pulse. It throbs. It has a heart. It has 

affections. 

When we speak of Jesus Christ being our Lord we do not simply mean that He is our boss. No, 

those who are truly saved have a heart that throbs with love for Christ. It is more than merely seeing 

Him as an authority figure, but esteeming Him as our highest treasure. We obey Him out of delight. 

Saving Faith Pants 
The faith that saves is hungry. It has an appetite. It thus feeds. It sups. It dines. And its favourite 

foods are bread and wine—the Lord Jesus Christ. The psalmist stated this appetite powerfully: 

As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God. My soul thirsteth 

for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God? My tears have been my meat 

day and night, while they continually say unto me, Where is thy God? 

(Psalm 42:1-3) 

Or as Jesus said it, “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall 

be filled” (Matthew 5:6). Those who have the breath of God within them, who have a saving faith, 

are not bored with God. They thrill at the thought of worshipping the living God. 

Surely those who are truly believers will hold worship in high esteem. It will be a priority to them. 

We do not gather with the church merely to keep our noses clean before others or to have our names 

checked off on a list. We want to gather with the saints because we are hungry for God. 

True believers surely must hunger after righteousness. They must have an overriding desire to be 

delivered from their sins. When was the last time that you felt the burden of your sin? When last did 

you cry from your heart, “Lord Jesus, save me from my sins”? Ought not such a thirst for holiness 

to be evident in the lives of those who have been granted saving faith? The man in Matthew 13:44 

found the kingdom of heaven so important that he sold all he had in order to be a part of it. Surely 

we ought to have the same passion for God and His kingdom? 

Saving Faith is Pliable 
The faith that saves—that is, responsive faith—submits. It serves. It listens and it learns. It follows. 

It bows in obedience to God’s Word. This is precisely the point that James sought to illustrate in 

pointing to Abraham and Rahab. Both individuals gave to God what was dearest to them. Abraham 

offered up Isaac, his only and beloved son; Rahab left behind the life that she had built for herself in 
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Jericho and joined the people of God because she had come to follow Yahweh. Their lives were 

pliable in the hands of God, and indeed if we have experienced saving faith then we are pliable. 

Because it is pliable, saving faith is a blessing to others. Consider Paul, who on the road to 

Damascus was confronted by the Lord Jesus Christ. Immediately, he cried, “Lord, what wilt thou 

have me to do?” As he turned his back on all his self-righteousness, which he would later describe 

as utter waste, he immediately submitted his will to God’s. And his life became a great blessing to 

others as he consistently lived in pliable obedience to God. 

The writer of Hebrews exhorted his readers concerning submission to church leadership, and hinted 

that their submission would in fact be a blessing to those in leadership. “Obey them that have the 

rule over you, and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give account, 

that they may do it with joy, and not with grief: for that is unprofitable for you” (Hebrews 13:17). 

Of course, the authority of the elders of a church lies exclusively in the apostles’ doctrine, in the 

Word of God. If your pastor commands you to, by the authority of his own word, to wear only 

polka dot ties to church, you have good grounds to refuse submission. Such a command is not 

rooted in Scripture, and there is thus no obligation to submit. When, on the other hand, the elders 

call for the body to gather on the Lord’s Day for worship, there is an obligation to submit, for such 

instruction is rooted in God’s revelation. 

Thus, if you consistently find yourself bucking God-ordained authority—pastors, parents, husbands, 

government—you would do well to examine your faith. Saving faith is pliable; it is characterised by 

submission. It submits to God and thus to God’s appointed authorities. The apostles called for 

obedience to the gospel. Salvation is an issue of obedience, of submission. 

Saving Faith is Public 
The faith that saves is visible and discernible. It is a light that cannot be hid. It is a life that cannot 

be reclusive. It is a love that cannot be secret. And, by extension, it exists in partnership with others 

who believe. Let us not forget the context of our text. James has argued throughout this chapter that 

those who have saving faith live in a right relationship with others. They do not show partiality 

based on external considerations. They are merciful, they show love. And this type of faith will 

necessarily be public. 

Now, lest there be any confusion, let us not think that saving faith must be deliberately and 

boastfully put on public display. We are not speaking of Pharisaic, hypocritical works here. What I 

am suggesting is that true saving faith, whilst not seeking to make itself public, cannot help but be 

publicly displayed. Christian love will always be noticed by others. 

The apostle John stated the matter quite unequivocally: “We know that we have passed from death 

unto life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14). And such love can most certainly not be kept 

secret for very long. It would be a travesty for someone who knows me to react with surprise when 

they hear me express love for my wife. My love for her is unmistakably public. So, too, our love for 

the brethren (because we love Christ) is a public matter, even if we do not try to make it so. 

The early church had a testimony, even amongst its critics, for great and public love. “Behold, how 

they love one another!” it was often said. They despised Christians, but they had to admit that 
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Christians loved one another. And nothing has changed. We ought to have the same testimony of 

love—for Christ and for one another—as the early church had. 

Do you consistently find yourself pushing the church away? Do you find yourself reluctant to build, 

maintain and restore relationships within the community? Then perhaps you should examine your 

faith to see whether it is genuine. 

Saving Faith Pursues Purity 
True faith loves the light, and consequently hates darkness. It loves holiness and pursues it. It flees 

from sin. Hodges, already cited above, would take exception to such statements. He writes to the 

contrary, “It is possible to experience a moment of faith that guarantees heaven for eternity, then to 

turn away permanently and live a life that is utterly barren of any spiritual fruit. Genuine believers 

might even cease to name the name of Christ or confess Christianity.” 

Clearly, Hodges places all the emphasis in conversion upon one-time mental assent. But this flies in 

the face of all New Testament teaching. Hodges sees no need for repentance, whereas Jesus boldly 

declared, “Repent ye, and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15). Or hear the testimony of J. C. Ryle: 

Sanctification ... is the invariable result of that vital union with Christ which true faith gives to a 

Christian. “He that abideth in Me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit” (John 15:5). The 

branch which bears no fruit is no living branch of the vine. The union with Christ which produces no 

effect on heart and life is a mere formal union, which is worthless before God. The faith which has 

not a sanctifying influence on the character is no better than the faith of devils. It is a “dead faith, 

because it is alone.” It is not the gift of God. It is not the faith of God’s elect. In short, where there is 

no sanctification of life, there is no real faith in Christ. True faith worketh by love. It constrains a 

man to live unto the Lord from a deep sense of gratitude for redemption. It makes him feel that he 

can never do too much for Him that died for him. Being much forgiven, he loves much. He whom 

the blood cleanses walks in the light. He who has real lively hope in Christ purifieth himself even as 

He is pure (James 2:17-20; Titus 1:1; Gal. 5:6; 1 John 1:7; 3:3). 

Echoing Ryle are these words by J. Gresham Machen: 

Faith is the acceptance of a gift at the hands of Christ ... It is a very wonderful thing; it involves a 

change of the whole nature of man; it involves a new hatred of sin and a new hunger and thirst after 

righteousness. Such a wonderful change is not the work of man; faith itself is given us by the Spirit 

of God. Christians never make themselves Christians; but they are made Christians by God. 

... It is quite inconceivable that a man should be given this faith in Christ, that he should accept this 

gift which Christ offers, and still go on contentedly in sin. For the very thing which Christ offers us 

is salvation from sin—not only salvation from the guilt of sin, but also salvation from the power of 

sin. The very first thing that the Christian does, therefore, is to keep the law of God: he keeps it no 

longer as a way of earning his salvation—for salvation has been given him freely by God—but he 

keeps it joyously as a central part of salvation itself. The faith of which Paul speaks is, as Paul 

himself says, a faith that works through love; and love is the fulfilling of the law ... The faith that 

Paul means when he speaks of justification by faith alone is a faith that works. 
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Saving Faith Perseveres 
Genuine faith is irrevocable: “The gifts and calling of God are without repentance” (Romans 

11:29). That is, when God grants saving faith it is there forever. But it never lies dormant. It is 

effective. It is long lasting—lifelong! It may have ups and downs, but it never dies completely. 

There is no need for a warranty! 

A church member recently told me of a funeral she had attended. The pastor leading the service 

recalled how the woman being buried had, shortly after her profession, witnessed some changes in 

her life. She had begun serving the church fervently. He noted further that in later years she turned 

away, and no longer exhibited the faith that she once had. “But that doesn’t matter,” he added. 

“What matters is what happened in the past.” 

Our church member immediately recognised such teaching as nothing less than another gospel. You 

see, the gospel of Christ is the power of God to salvation. That means that it changes us, and it does 

so continually. The change produced by the gospel is not a one-time event never to be repeated. 

God’s grace perseveres in our life and thus those with true faith persevere in sanctification. 

Saving Faith is not Presumptuous 
True, saving faith has a proper fear of the Lord. When confronted with the true majesty of Christ, 

Peter cried, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). Paul spoke of Christ’s 

judgement seat as “the terror of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:11). Both Abraham and Rahab clearly 

feared the Lord. In each of these examples it is clear that saving faith is not presumptuous. True 

faith is not flippant about sin and salvation. It takes these matters very seriously. And, rather than 

presuming on God’s kindness, it cries to God for grace. 

I recently made a trip with my family to a local flea market. As we came to the traffic lights leading 

into the property a man hawking pirated DVDs approached the car, wanting to sell something to 

me. Though he assured me that the films were in fact genuine, the fact that they were on DVD 

before even being publicly released on South African circuit made it clear enough that this was a 

matter of piracy. I simply shook my head and told him, “No, thank you. I am not a thief.” 

I consider piracy to be atrocious, and something in which Christians ought not to be involved. But 

even worse than pirated films is pirated faith. True faith despises counterfeit faith, for it recognises 

that false faith is indeed presumptuous. Because it is not presumptuous, genuine faith is cautious 

regarding others who (flippantly) profess faith. It is alarmed at apparent lifelessness and 

lovelessness. It first examines itself and then it is moved by the glory of God to challenge the 

presumptuous. This is where the ministry of the local church comes in. 

The church must stress biblical discipleship: “Take up your cross and watch as selfishness is 

executed.” Of course, we all battle daily with selfishness, but those who are saved are slowly 

persevering in overcoming selfishness. 

The church must further stress biblical discipline, and hold her members accountable to display 

responsive faith. A man disciplined by our church some time ago defiantly declared, to the very end 

of the disciplinary process, that his faith was in fact genuine, despite the obvious lack of evidence. 

“God will be my Judge!” he insisted. What he failed to realise is that God had already judged! You 
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see, in the context of the proper exercise of church discipline, Jesus said, “For where two or three 

are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). That is, when 

church discipline has been carried our biblically—beginning with one-on-one confrontation, then 

moving to the stage of one or two witnesses, then calling the church to witness, and finally 

removing the offender from the fellowship—Christ gives His stamp of authority. He has judged and 

the church verbalises this. 

Let me further suggest that, since saving faith is not presumptuous, it is not shattered when mere 

professors walk away. Those with genuine faith persevere in faith even when others fall to the 

wayside. They are not blind to the reality of false professors, but their faith is unshakable even 

though there are those who do not really believe. After Jesus fed the 5,000 He preached a hard 

message regarding the cost of discipleship. All those who followed Him superficially left Him at 

that point, and only the Twelve remained. When Jesus asked if they too would leave, Peter gave the 

answer of genuine faith: “Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life” (John 

6:68). 

It is certainly a painful thing to see false professors fall away, to see them walk away from Christ. 

But those with genuine faith are not so shaken that they too walk away. Their faith is not one of 

majority vote, and they persevere in following Christ even when many around them abandon the 

faith they once professed. 

Saving Faith Comes Via a Process 
The faith that saves takes time to be born. We are born again by the Spirit of God, but the Spirit 

uses the Word to bring us to the point of new birth. Normally, there is a process preceding this faith, 

and we must let this process run its course. 

A woman once met Martyn Lloyd-Jones after a sermon he had preached and told him that, after 

attending the church for some time, she was ready to be saved. “What should I do?” She asked. 

Lloyd-Jones simply responded, “Keep coming.” He did not immediately lead her in a prayer of 

repentance, but exhorted her to continue sitting under the instruction of God’s Word, for it is 

through the process of consistently hearing God’s Word that we are brought to that climaxing point 

of repentance and faith. A few weeks later, that woman testified that God had saved her. 

And so perhaps you have examined yourself in light of these marks of genuine faith, and have 

found yourself wanting. What should you do? The answer is simple: Keep coming! Continue to 

gather with the church and to sit under the preaching of God’s Word. Continue searching the 

Scriptures. Continue pleading with God to give you the faith that saves. 

One of my favourite things to do on my day off is to cut wood. I collect wood all year round and 

stockpile it for the fireplace during winter. If someone in the neighbourhood cuts down a tree you 

can be sure that I will be there before too long asking if I can have some logs. 

Some five years ago I acquired a large blue gum log. It was green when I got it and so I left it for 

some time to dry. I spent the next 18 months chopping it into sections, but the sections were still far 

too large for the fireplace. For years the blue gum log sat in pieces on my woodpile, and I worked 

on it every now and again. Just a week ago, at the time of writing, I decided that it was finally time 

to burn this log. And so I set out with my axe on my day off and started chopping. It took a long 
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time, but eventually I heard that rewarding crack (not my back!) and soon the log split. It then 

became far easier and some time later I had split the log into pieces small enough to fuel the fire in 

our living room. 

The truth is, that is precisely what evangelism is about. As we stand with the axe of the gospel, 

striking the stubborn blue gum logs of the world, we do not know what is happening below the 

surface. We cannot see the fissures that are being created by the blows, and we don’t know when 

that final crack of submission to the gospel will sound. But our assignment, ordained by God, is to 

faithfully continue chopping away, trusting that He will one day cause the wood to be split for His 

glory. 

Conclusion 
Essentially, the faith that saves—a responsive faith—looks the same wherever it is present, though 

the specifics may vary slightly. Regardless of the shape, size, colour, or gender, spiritual life always 

has the same evidences. The gospel works the same in all circumstances, and it always evidences 

itself in the works described above. 

It is not my desire in these studies to force fruit. Instead, it is my desire to help us examine the root 

of the matter. Are we rooted in Christ? Are we located by the well of daily worship? Are we a vine 

that is bearing fruit? Does it bother us when we discern fruitlessness? 

May God grant us the grace that we need to hear Him say, “Now I know that you God, and thus in 

blessing I will bless you, because you have obeyed my voice’ (Genesis 22:12, 17-18). 

AMEN 
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